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ABSTRACT 
Naomi Ruth Johnson 
Consuming Desires: A Feminist Analysis of Bestselling Teen Romance Novels 
(Under the direction of Dr. Julia T. Wood) 
 Teen romance novels are routinely ignored as frivolous forms of entertainment.  
Nonetheless, they (re)produce particular versions of femininity and, therefore, are worthy 
of study.  This quantitative and qualitative research examined three bestselling young 
adult romance series: Gossip Girl, A-List, and Clique, which are all produced by Alloy 
Entertainment, a marketing firm subsidiary.  Alloy Entertainment markets these books to 
advertisers as a vehicle for product placement (Mehegan, 2006).  Consumption, often of 
specified brands and product lines, were linked with female character’s (a) social status; 
(b) need for a thin body; and (c) increased romantic and sexual desirability.  Hundreds of 
brand names appear frequently within the texts.  These are linked through narrative to 
desirable and stigmatized lifestyles and identities.  I argue that these novels’ central focus 
is not romance at all, but rather how an idealized femininity may be established through 
consumption.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION: WHY STUDY TEEN ROMANCE NOVELS? 
“And that is why I’m standing here today in a pair of limited-edition Manolo 
Blahnik dancing shoes and an Oscar de la Renta suit that was tailored just for 
me,” Blair told her audience with an indulgent smile as she wound up her 
[graduation commencement] speech.  “Don’t ever let anyone tell you you should 
be happy with what you have.  There’s always more, and there’s no reason you 
shouldn’t have it all.” 
 
Blair Waldorf, central protagonist in the teen romance series, Gossip Girl 
(Nothing can keep us together, p. 162)  
 
“The current crop of ‘chick lit’ novels and memoirs about the lives of young 
women offers potential for touting vodka, cigarettes, clothing and other brands….  
The sky is the limit.”   
 
Book agent, Giles Gordon, representing writer, Fay Weldon, who in 2000 became the 
first best-selling author to publish a novel with paid product placement (Kirkpatrick, 
2001). 
Upon hearing the term “teen romance novel,” many likely would think of a 
chaster version of steamy adult romance novels featuring bare-chested heroes embracing 
longhaired heroines.  Others might think of the classic series Sweet Valley High or its 
many spin-off series portraying the adventures of adolescent twin sisters in their dramatic 
quests for love.  In either case, the books would hardly seem to merit much concern.  As 
Brown (1996) stated, romance novels are routinely ignored as “mass produced fantasies 
that are atrociously written, mindlessly consumed, and concocted according to the same 
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tired and tiresome recipe” (p. 43).  However, as demonstrated by the opening quotes, 
some contemporary young adult romance novels have changed, in significant ways, from 
the “same tired and tiresome recipe” that many have come to expect.  Rather, storylines 
now promote particular brands in association with the heroines’ search for love.  
Teen romance novels merit study because a sizable number of adolescent girls 
read romantic fiction.  Millet (1970) stated that the way women are represented in 
literature influences how they define themselves as subjects in their own lives.  As I show 
in Chapter Two, many young female readers regard teen romance novels as both 
reflections of how life works and guides for how to be happy and successful.  Although 
dismissed by some as “just entertainment,” teen romance novels have ideological 
consequences. 
In this chapter, I (a) describe Alloy Entertainment’s teen romance series, which 
are the focus of my study; (b) identify the values and limitations of this study; (c) 
overview the methodology I employed; and (d) provide previews of Chapters Two, 
Three, Four, and Five. 
Alloy Entertainment Produced Romance Series Overview 
This study examined three bestselling romance series developed by the firm Alloy 
Entertainment.  In the following pages, I discuss Alloy Entertainment’s business practices 
and overview the three romance series analyzed in this research. 
Alloy Entertainment 
Alloy Entertainment, a division of Alloy Media + Marketing, is known as a “book 
packager” in the publishing industry (Rich & Smith, 2006).  Long (2005) stated, “Alloy 
Entertainment operates more like the romance novel industry than a traditional trade 
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publisher. It has a New York staff of about 10 editors who diligently research what’s hot 
in the teen world — what girls are wearing, the music they like, the TV shows they Tivo” 
(¶5).  Typically, staff members then develop storylines, hire writers, edit and shape plots, 
create cover art, and sell the completed books to publishers (Kolhatkar, 2006; Rich & 
Smith, 2006).  Each year Alloy Entertainment sells up to 50 books to major publishing 
houses (Long, 2005), including Little, Brown, and Company and imprints associated with 
Random House and Simon and Schuster (Rich & Smith, 2006).  Alloy Entertainment 
either owns or shares the copyright with the author (Mehegan, 2006; Rich & Smith, 
2006), which allows it to keep the marketing rights.  Thus far, many of Alloy’s books 
have proven enormously popular.  In 2005, 16 Alloy Entertainment produced novels 
appeared on The New York Times bestseller lists (“Alloy by the Numbers,” 2006).  Alloy 
reported its books have been translated into 25 languages and are sold around the world 
(Alloy Media + Marketing, 2007).    
Alloy Entertainment’s practices are noteworthy because its parent company, 
Alloy Media + Marketing, is not truly in the publishing business at all.  Rather, Alloy 
Media + Marketing is a large marketing and advertising firm credited with first 
identifying consumers under the age of 18 as a significant market segment and reaching 
them through advertisements in schools, restrooms, movie trailers, televisions shows, 
Internet chat rooms, and young adult books (Mehgegan, 2006).  Significantly, Alloy 
Media + Marketing also has engaged in a newer practice, product placement in its 
subsidiary’s books.   
In 2006, Alloy Entertainment’s website proclaimed, “Advertisers have the 
opportunity to get their products or services cast in these best-selling books. The value of 
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these mentions far exceeds the hundreds of thousands of readers, creating a viral product 
buzz” (Mehegan, 2006, p. B5).   Alloy1 refused to release information about its business 
practices, so clients who may have paid to be included in the books are unknown 
(Mehegan, 2006).  As I will discuss in my coverage of product placement in Chapter 
Two, the purchasing of publicity for brands in a best selling adult novel was generally 
acknowledged to have first occurred in 2000 (Kirkpatrick, 2001). Surprisingly, little 
public attention has focused on the product placement within the Alloy developed series 
that target adolescent girls.  Three of the company’s romantic fiction series have appeared 
consistently on The New York Times bestseller list.  I review those next. 
Alloy Developed Teen Romance Series2 
The most popular of the series I examine in this study is Cecily von Ziegasar’s 
Gossip Girl books, which have sold over 2.2 million copies in the United States alone 
(“Series Big Hit,” 2005).  The novels profile the soap-opera-like adventures of teenage 
New York socialites Blair Waldorf and Serena van der Woodsen and their private school 
friends, which are relayed by an anonymous observer who “posts” gossip about them 
online.  The books feature copious shopping, drinking, and backstabbing as girls spread 
rumors about one another and compete for boyfriends.  The books target readers aged 14 
or over, although younger girls read them as well (Steele, 2006).   
The 11th Gossip Girl series book was released in July, 2007.  Since the first book 
was published in 2002, books in this series have consistently ranked high on The New 
York Times bestseller lists (“CW Plans,” 2006).  In addition, the books are distributed in 
Australia and the United Kingdom, where the publisher stated they represented one of the 
                                                 
1
 From this point forward, I refer to Alloy Entertainment simply as Alloy. 
 
2
 Main characters and key plot points of each series analyzed appears in Appendix B.   
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most successful young adult book launches (King, 2003).  The reach of the series will 
become even greater soon.  Teen-oriented television network, CW, will be broadcasting a 
weekly one-hour show based on the series starting this Fall, which will include an 
interactive feature allowing viewers to shop and chat with others online as they watch the 
show (Miller, 2007).   
Two other Alloy-developed series, Clique, by Lisi Harrison and A-List, by Zoey 
Dean, also have spent weeks on The New York Times bestseller list (Wolf, 2006) and 
present similar portrayals of the dramatic lifestyles of the rich, thin, white, young, and 
good looking set.  A West Coast version of Gossip Girl, the A-List series recounts the 
adventures of astronomically rich Hollywood high school heroines as they shop, party, 
date, and mingle with stars.  Created for readers 14 and older, this series also attracts 
younger readers (Steele, 2006).  The seventh A-List book was released in April 2007, and 
additional volumes are in development.  Bookstore owners have reported waiting lists for 
upcoming titles and trouble keeping them in stock once they were distributed (Maughan, 
2004).  Universal Studios purchased the rights to develop a movie based on the series 
(“In the Works,” 2004).    
The Clique series was created for 9- to 12- year old girls (Maughan, 2004).  The 
books feature a group of affluent, seventh-grade heroines in a private school clique and a 
newcomer who attempts to gain their friendship.  With the eighth novel of the series 
published, The Clique will be appearing soon on the big screen, scheduled to be released 
in 2008 (Clique Movie, 2007).  A movie is now in development in conjuction with 
Warner Brothers (Clique Movie, 2007). 
  
 
6 
Value of this Study 
This study has both theoretical and practical value.  Theoretically, this work 
explores ideologies of gender and consumption represented in a specific genre of media 
and interrogates models of identity the genre proffers.  Pragmatically, this study has 
potential to provide readers, parents, teachers, school administrators, and scholars with 
insight into the marketing content in these novels.  In addition, this research may suggest 
methods of teaching adolescents to deconstruct and critically analyze mediated 
representations of femininity and consumerism.   
Theoretical Contributions 
 Du Gay, Hall, Janes, MacKay, and Negus (1997) asserted that media texts can model 
what sorts of identities are desirable and can suggest how consumers of media texts might 
achieve these identities.  Teen romance novels reflect ideology, which is “systems of 
meaning that help define and explain the world and makes value judgments about the 
world” (Croteau & Hoyes, 1997, p. 163).  These “systems of meaning” normalize and 
privilege certain identities, behaviors and values while devaluing other identities, 
behaviors and values.  In mass media, privileged meanings are (re)produced both through 
the favorable portrayals of particular identities, behaviors and values and through the 
omission of others.  Therefore, normalized gender roles and consumer practices within 
these novels can be used to analyze other forms of media.   
One important goal of feminist scholarship is generating knowledge of how 
gender is constituted through cultural practices.  Dow (1996) argued that critical media 
analysis is not an effort to create the correct, best, or most widely accepted audience 
interpretations of a text.  Rather, “criticism is an argumentative activity in which the goal 
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is to persuade the audience that their knowledge of a text will be enriched if they choose 
to see a text as the critic does” (p. 4).   Theoretically, my analysis should provide 
additional understanding of how teen romance authors and publishers construct ideals of 
gender and target adolescent girls as consumers.  Understanding ideals advanced within 
these novels should increase knowledge of how gender and consumer norms are 
(re)produced, as well as suggest how to challenge related values that disadvantage 
women.   
Pragmatic Values 
United States figures alone place readership of Gossip Girl, A-List, and Clique 
series in the millions (Maughan, 2004; Roback, 2006; “Series Big Hit,” 2005).  
Additionally, these books are sold internationally.  However, assuming one reader per 
book sale is likely underestimating readership; libraries stock these popular books, and 
readers often pass them on to others (Cherland, 1994).  Yet readers, parents, teachers, and 
librarians likely are unaware of the marketing strategies embedded in these novels.  The 
only references in the books to Alloy, which has not publicly acknowledged product 
placement practices, is in the fine print of the copyright pages.  The relatively new 
practice of product placement in teen romance is important to examine to determine types 
of brands portrayed and how they are narratively linked to femininity and romance.   
Teen romance novels are consumed at a point when many teen girls are actively 
developing a sense of self and independence from parents, beginning to date, and 
exploring the possibilities related to romantic relationships, friendships, and their own 
sexuality.  For this reason, analyzing discourses about gender roles and their relationships 
to consumption within these teen romance novels is an important feminist undertaking.  
  
 
8 
The knowledge gained from this study should help readers, teachers, and parents develop 
better ways of deconstructing idealized femininity and consumer values in teen romance 
novels specifically, as well as other forms of media. 
Research Questions and Methodology 
 In this study, I used textual critique to understand better how a sample of teen 
romance novels may contribute to female teens’ socialization into particular versions of 
femininity.  Three broad questions framed my research: 
RQ 1:  What products appear in the three series and with what frequency? 
As a foundation for this study, I established what brand names appeared in the texts and 
how often each brand name was referenced.  In this way, this study provides a precise 
understanding of what types of products characters use and discuss recurrently. 
RQ 2:  How do the narratives link consumption of commercial products and 
services with cultural norms of femininity?  
For research question two, I analyzed female characters’ behaviors and discussions 
related to both branded and unbranded goods and services.  I evaluated the extent to 
which characters’ assessments of self, others, romance, and sexuality are related to these 
commercial products and services.  I also identified how female characters were 
rewarded or punished based on products purchased and consumption practices (e.g., 
going to a spa, driving a particular type of car). 
RQ 3:  Are there any differences in narrative links between consumption and 
femininity in series for older and younger audiences? 
For the final research question, I used findings from research question two to ask whether 
there are differences in how femininity is linked to consumption between the Gossip Girl 
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and the A-List series created for readers 14 and older (Steele, 2006) and the Clique series 
developed for 9- to 12-year-olds (Maughan, 2004).   
I review my methodology in detail in Chapter Three, but I overview it briefly 
here.  Qualitative research allows for rich, nuanced accounts (Gergen & Gergen, 2000) of 
themes within literature.  Using a priori categories creates the risk of missing data that 
are not anticipated.  Therefore, I used a grounded theory approach that allowed for 
systematic collection and analysis of data from which I developed theoretical analyses 
(Charmaz, 2000).  Owen’s (1984, 1985) grounded approach, called thematic analysis, 
specified three criteria for identifying themes:  (a) recurrence of similar meanings at 
multiple points in a text; (b) repetition of key words or sentences at multiple junctures in 
a text; and (c) forcefulness noted through exclamations, emotional outbursts, or dramatic 
pauses.   
Study Limitations 
This study has four important limitations.  First, I am not measuring any direct 
effects on readers, nor am I predicting reader responses to and interpretation of teen 
romance novels.  Second, the novels I examined represent a select sub-genre within the 
broad category of teen romance novels of “contemporary soap-opera series” (Carpan, 
2004), which have posted high publication sales.  The books I analyzed may differ from 
other teen romance sub-genres, and I do not suggest that this analysis comprehensively 
represents all teen romance novels.  Third, my analysis focuses on only one aspect of 
mass media texts:  models of identity.  As I explain in Chapter Two, there are multiple 
facets of mass media creation, regulation, and interpretation.  I have selected only one 
aspect to emphasize in this study.  Finally, although Alloy promoted these novels as a 
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vehicle for advertisers (Mehegan, 2006), I make no claims that brands identified in this 
study represent paid or unpaid product placement. 
Overview of Chapters 
In the next chapter, I introduce the theoretical model and review previous research 
that informs this study.  In addition, a brief history of product placement is included to 
help frame this work.  As mentioned earlier, Chapter Three details my methodology.  I 
discuss results in Chapter Four and provide analysis and a discussion of future directions 
in the concluding chapter. 
Conclusion 
Much feminist analysis of media is driven by a commitment to social justice 
(Dow, 2007) and gender justice (Valdivia & Projansky, 2007).  Those broad goals of 
feminist research are consistent with the present study’s particular emphasis on 
identifying how femininity is constructed in a sample of teen romance novels.   I hope 
that this research may provide a springboard for future research and intervention 
practices.  
CHAPTER 2 
ROMANCING THE GIRLS: THEORECTICAL GROUNDING AND LITERATURE 
REVIEW 
 
…And suddenly Jessica felt Michael’s arms around her, holding her close as he 
led her down the path….  If she’d had any doubts about why she’d come to 
college, they were gone now.  This was why:  this man, this moment; the future 
they promised.  …This is it, she thought.  This is my destiny.  (John, 1993, pp. 
234-235, emphasis in original) 
 
Feminist scholars seek to identify, critique, and alter structures and practices that 
actively or passively hinder equality (Wood, 1995, p. 104) 
 
Many adolescent readers and their parents would dismiss the passage above from 
the classic teen romance series, Sweet Valley, as mindless romantic fantasy.  However, 
seemingly unimportant cultural artifacts such as this passage and the novel in which it 
appears are important to study because they perform ideological work. Pecora (1999) 
examined this book and other teen romances.  She joined other feminists (Carpenter, 
1998; Christian-Smith, 1988, 1993, 1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991) who 
argued that romanticized stories of heterosexual love are one way in which hegemonic 
patriarchy is (re)produced. 
In this chapter, I review theory and research that inform my study.  First, I discuss 
how mass media reflect and (re)produce cultural ideologies.  Next, I explain the circuit of 
culture model.  Third, I situate existing research on adolescent girls’ media usage and 
publications created for them within the model.  Following, I briefly review product 
placement history and efficacy.  I conclude by demonstrating how my research fits within 
the circuit of culture model as a feminist undertaking.
  
 
12 
Interactions of Mass Media and Culture 
Mass media both reflect and (re)produce cultural norms.  The Sweet Valley 
heroine Jessica featured in the passage opening this chapter is hardly unusual in 
privileging a heterosexual relationship over school or believing that she was “destined” 
for romance.  Studies of actual girls and young women reveal similar values.  Adolescent 
girls across a variety of races, geographical locations, and socio-economic classes 
expected heterosexual romance and sex to generate central meaning in their lives (Brown, 
White, & Nikopoulou, 1993; Durham, 1999; Holland & Eisenhart, 1990; Steele, 1999; 
Steele & Brown, 1995; Thompson, 1995).  Holland and Eisenhart (1990) found that high-
achieving high school females entered college and embraced a “culture of romance” that 
emphasized romantic relationships with men as the route to high self-esteem and prestige.  
Romantic relationships surpassed professional and academic achievements, as well as 
friendships with other women, in the importance females confer on them.  Furthermore, 
both teen and adult women perceived ability to attract a male partner as related to 
appearance, which needed to be enhanced through consumption of beauty enhancing 
products and clothing (Buckingham & Bragg, 2004; Durham, 1999; Macdonald, 1995; 
Pipher, 1994).  Teen romance novels are one of many forms of media that (re)produce 
discourses of femininity, heterosexual romance, and consumerism, which are repeated 
and reinforced through societal practices and institutions.  For this reason, researchers 
should examine media in context with culture. 
Media and culture interact in overlapping, intertwined, and contingent ways.   
Media producers are influenced by cultural ideologies and create media that resist and 
reinforce dominant ideologies (sometimes both simultaneously).  Concurrently, these 
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media texts affect audiences’ understanding of culture.  Hall (1982) argued that media 
have a special discursive power because “the media become part and parcel of that 
dialectical process of the ‘production of consent’ – shaping the consensus while reflecting 
it – which orients them within the field of force of the dominant social interests” (p. 87).  
In other words, viewpoints that are privileged in mass media both shape and reflect 
mainstream social values.  Audiences seek out texts with familiar norms, and consuming 
such texts can further reinforce those norms.  Therefore, romantic fiction portrayals of 
particular types of femininity, heterosexual romance, and consumption behaviors provoke 
questions of hegemony.  
Nonetheless, audiences are not “cultural dopes” (Hall, 1981) mindlessly 
assimilating information, nor are cultural discourses in mass media static.  Audiences 
work to recreate and/or resist ideologies intellectually and through personal action and 
interactions with others, which in turn influences media production.   Significantly, this 
continuous interaction points to a means of challenging and changing dominant 
ideologies.  Du Gay et al.’s (1997) theoretical model, the “circuit of culture,” can be used 
to examine mass media within a particular society.  
Theoretical Grounding:  The Circuit of Culture 
 Du Gay et al.’s (1997) circuit of culture model emphasizes the role of language 
and visual images in the (re)production of ideologies within systems of meaning (or 
codes) consumers utilize to understand and use cultural artifacts, including media texts.  
Du Gay et al. define five “moments” which compose the circuit of culture:  
representation, identity, consumption, production, and regulation (see figure 1).  The 
scholars stated that an adequate study of any cultural artifact requires attention to all five 
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elements of the circuit.  As a first step, this study focuses on the moment of identity by 
analyzing Alloy Media produced romance novels as cultural artifacts.   
To ground this research, I define the model’s elements next.  The circuit of culture 
model is nuanced and complex.  Therefore, the moments will be detailed further in the 
literature review section to elaborate their character and illustrate how they operate in 
practice. 
Figure 1: Du Gay et al’s, (1997) Circuit of Culture model 
 
Circuit of Culture 
The circuit of culture is a valuable framework to examine multiple aspects of 
mass media and their use.  Intertwined, contingent circuit “moments” illustrate how 
various elements concurrently work in interrelated ways to shape the creation, 
interpretation, and regulation of media texts.  Du Gay et al. (1997) emphasized that each 
moment in the circuit of culture model does not occur in isolation, nor is the circuit a 
linear progression of events.  Rather, the moments are interrelated and may occur 
simultaneously.   
The moment of representation is the production of meaning through language and 
images of a cultural artifact created by both consumers and producers.  The focus of this 
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study is the moment of identity, or how textual representations work to inform “what 
sorts of identities we can become–and how” (Du Gay et al., 1997, p. 39, emphasis in 
original).  The moment of consumption examines what the artifact means to those who 
actually use it and how this understanding is produced based on shared cultural 
experiences.  Production includes organizational cultures, which are also influenced by 
societal cultures that the organization resides within, and organizational processes that 
influence creation of a cultural artifact.  These processes reflect organizational values and 
ways of working, as well as the identities of organizational members.  Finally, regulation 
refers to an artifact’s position in relation to other artifacts (e.g., how romance novels are 
regarded in relationship to other fiction or media texts) and social rules, expectations, and 
attitudes surrounding it.   
Next, I overview each circuit moment in relation to research germane to this study 
to demonstrate the relationships among media production, consumer interaction with 
media, and behaviors that follow that interaction.  Since the focus of this work is the 
moment of identity, I review this research in the most detail. 
Romance and Mass Media:  A Review of Literature 
Findings from a rich body of research demonstrate how media texts, particularly 
romance novels created for adolescent girls, are an important means by which patriarchal 
ideology is communicated and resisted.   
The Moment of Representation 
Cherland (1994) reported that children could identify “girls’ books” and boys’ 
books” simply by the title and cover picture.  This exemplifies the moment of 
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representation, in which the producer frames the artifact through language and image in 
an attempt to create a particular meaning for consumers (Du Gay et al, 1997).   
Demonstrating the importance of book covers, Cherland related a conversation 
she had with 11-year-old friends Leah and Sarah about the cover of the book Satin 
Slippers, which featured “a tall, slim young woman in pink tights and leotard with a 
gauzy skirt and toe shoes.  She stood by a tall window in a graceful pose, long blonde 
hair flowing, arms extended” (p. 2).  Leah stated her mother purchased the first three 
books in the series because her mother “just fell in love with the cover” (p. 1), to which 
Sarah responded, “I just love the cover too.  I stare and stare” (p. 2).  Cherland reported 
Sarah took the book to her school desk, where she “placed it flat on her desk.  [Sarah] sat, 
hands in her lap, gazing at the cover” (p. 2). 
This exchange was significant on several levels.  For both girls and Leah’s 
mother, the pictured ballerina and title “signified” an idealized femininity that 
represented the book as appropriate for female (but not male) readers.  Cherland stated 
the cover model was “privileged by her race, her economic affluence, and her own 
beauty” (p. 149).  Ironically, the dancer was not positioned to actually move lest she 
become entangled in the sheer window drapes, a glamorized passivity that Cherland 
stated matches cultural definitions of “feminine” and “charming.”   
The exchange also demonstrated the interrelated and concurrent nature of the 
circuit of culture moments.  Representation presumably affected the girls’ active 
discussion to understand the book (consumption) and, given her fascination with the 
cover, likely influenced Sarah’s understanding of her own femininity (identity).  Through 
the creation of the book title and cover art (production), the publishers signaled a 
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particular type of femininity.  Leah’s mother and the girls’ interactions related to the 
book and interpretation of the cover represent Hall’s (1982) hegemonic “dialectical 
process” of mass media shaping consent, while reflecting dominant norms of feminine 
physical attractiveness and passivity.  
The Moment of Identity 
As illustrated in Cherland’s (1994) work examined above, the moment of 
representation is implicated in the construction of identity.  Du Gay et al. (1997) stated 
that cultural artifacts illustrate what types of identities are desirable and how to achieve 
them.  Feminist researchers examining a variety of popular romance novels in the United 
States and Australia have critiqued the books’ portrayal of heroines and the priority they 
accord to heroines achieving heterosexual romance through appearance and passivity.  
Since the moment of identity is the focus of this study, I review these studies’ results in 
more detail.     
The power of love.  Studies of romance novels have shown that heterosexual 
romance–both the pursuit and achievement of it–is the quest that provides meaning in 
heroines’ lives (Christian-Smith, 1988, 1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991; 
Pecora, 1999).  Of course, it is no surprise that romance novels focus on romantic 
relationships.  What makes this focus noteworthy is that heterosexual romance is elevated 
above all other aspects of the heroine’s life.   
Christian-Smith (1988, 1994) stated that popular teen romance novels published 
in the United States between 1942 and 1982 portrayed the “first kiss” and heterosexual 
romance as so important that these experiences are an integral part of the heroines’ 
growth into womanhood.  In addition, Christian-Smith (1988) and McRobbie (1991) 
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found that having a boyfriend resulted in an increase in a heroine’s social status.  A 
particularly blatant example of this theme appeared in the 1942 novel, Seventeenth 
Summer, as heroine Angie reminisced: 
It’s funny what a boy can do.  One day you’re nobody and the next you’re the girl 
some fellow goes with and the other fellows look at you harder and wonder what 
you’ve got and wish that they’d been the one to take you out first.  And the girls 
wave hello and want you to walk down to the drugstore to have Cokes with them 
because the boy who likes you might come along and he might have other boys 
with him.  Going with a boy gives you a new identity–especially going with a 
fellow like Jack Duluth. (as cited in Christian-Smith, 1988, p. 85).   
 
Having a boyfriend was a form of power that increased a heroine’s popularity, an 
important concern for many adolescent readers.  Being a girlfriend, rather than 
personality or other markers of achievement, was what made a heroine valued by herself 
and others.  The moment of identity represented in novels like these privileged the idea of 
girls’ self-worth based solely upon their participation in heterosexual romantic 
relationships. 
The popular Australian teen romance series, Dolly Fiction, portrayed infatuation 
as a dominant part of young girls’ lives.  Indeed, when a heroine is “‘in love’ [she] cannot 
be rational and logical about her work–she daydreams, cries, locks herself in her room, or 
goes out to talk to her female friend.  Being ‘in love’ causes a noticeable change in a 
girl’s life” (Gilbert & Taylor, 1991, p. 90).  Despite this seemingly distressing 
experience, romantic relationships were portrayed as an inevitable part of life. 
Gilbert and Taylor (1991) also found a lack of ambition other than heterosexual 
romance in this same series.  Typically, heroines were depicted as struggling with their 
schoolwork, which suffered even more as they engaged in romantic encounters.  Of the 
18 stories examined, only two revealed any heroines with any ambitions beyond a first 
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kiss.  As with Christian-Smith’s (1988, 1994) studies, Dolly Fiction heroines regarded 
their first kiss as an essential step towards growing up.  Christian-Smith (1988, 1994) and 
Gilbert and Taylor (1991) study results’ illustrated a moment of identity predicated upon 
girls need for heterosexual romance as an inevitable and desirable part of maturation 
towards womanhood. 
Similarly, Pecora (1999) also found that heterosexual romance was more 
important than any other facet of heroine’s lives, even as they attended college.  In her 
analysis of the Sweet Valley University and Nancy Drew on Campus romance series, 
Pecora reported that heroines were more interested in finding boyfriends than in 
academic or professional goals. Both series rarely or never mentioned important aspects 
of college life such as participating in an intellectual culture, grades, or studying.  Pecora 
stated these stories reflected academic life of the 1950’s, where the college career goal 
women were most interested in pursuing was the “MRS” degree. 
Overall, these studies together demonstrate what McRobbie (1991) characterized 
as an elevation “to dizzy heights the supremacy of the heterosexual partnership” (p. 101).  
These young adult romances featured limited, indirect forms of female agency as 
protagonists sought to meet this goal.  Primarily, heroines caught their crush’s interest by 
attending to personal appearance and acting in traditionally feminine ways.   
The look of love.  Heroines exemplify narrow standards of beauty in romantic 
fiction that has been studied.  For instance, McRobbie (1991) and Pecora (1999) both 
found that that young, white heroines with blond hair were preferred and minority 
characters played little or no roles in the stories.  Unattractive characters, minorities, or 
people of non-Western heritage were either not present or played minor roles.  As I stated 
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earlier, through repetition, media help shape broad social definitions of what is desirable 
and what is deviant (Croteau & Hoynes, 2003).  These omissions imply a narrow range of 
girls is worthy of heroine status and is attractive enough to gain a boy’s attention.  The 
moment of identity demonstrated in Pecora (1999) and McRobbie’s (1991) studies is that 
of a youthful, white, attractive (by cultural standards), heterosexual girl. 
Pecora (1999) reported that female protagonists shopped in the mall with their 
credit cards, spent time preening in front of mirrors, and that their “girl talk” centered on 
clothing and boys.   Dolly Fiction offered more specific connections between appearance 
and romance.  Gilbert and Taylor (1991) stated that buying clothing and cosmetics was a 
key strategy in heroines’ gaining the heroes’ attention.  For example, protaganist Clarinda 
accomplished a “look of love" by selling her schoolbooks, “She sacrificed her biology, 
geography, and one of her favourite poetry books to the secondhand shop.  This gave her 
enough money for the mascara she wanted, and the layby on her first pair of jeans” (as 
cited in Gilbert & Taylor, 1991, p. 90).   
In her analysis of romantic fiction serials published in the popular British 
magazine, Jackie, McRobbie (1991) did not find heroines engaged in such exact 
beautification routines on their search for love.  Rather, the heroines were depicted as 
incredibly attractive young women.  For readers who did not meet these standards 
though, the editorial portion of the magazine offered solutions.  By focusing on fashion 
layouts and step-by-step make-up and hairstyling tips, articles reinforced the idea that 
every moment of girls’ time “not taken up with romance, is devoted to the maintenance 
and re-upholstery of the self” (McRobbie, 1991, p. 124).  The magazine emphasized that 
readers’ appearance should be designed to please men.   
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Significantly, these associations between a commodified appearance and the 
ability to attract male romantic partners do not appear only in young adult romance 
novels.  According to researchers, popular magazines developed for adolescent girls and 
young women including, YM, ‘Teen, Seventeen, Mademoiselle, Glamour, and Your 
Prom,3 link beautification routines and romantic relationships consistently (Garner, Sterk, 
& Adams, 1998; Mazzarella, 1999).  Thus, adolescent girl readers are likely to encounter 
these themes repeatedly.  A variety of popular publications targeted for adolescent girls 
studied by Pecora (1999), McRobbie (1991), Garner et al. (1998), and Mazzarella (1999) 
offered a moment of identity that privileges beauty as an important part of female life, 
which can be attained through purchase of cosmetics and clothing. 
Being a nice girl.  Finally, passive heroines represent a third theme commonly 
appearing in teen romantic fiction.  Researchers found that female protagonists repeatedly 
were portrayed as attracting boyfriends through traditional feminine behaviors such as 
acting kindly, caring for others, and deferring to powerful others (Christian-Smith, 1988; 
Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991).   The moment of identity represented in these 
studies privileges a version of femininity that is other-focused and that lacks authority. 
While prestige was gained through having a boyfriend, power dynamics within 
the relationship still followed patriarchal patterns.  Christian-Smith (1988) stated that 
when the heroine becomes a girlfriend, “feminine power becomes confined to that 
informal system of persuasion, fragility and seeming helplessness” (p. 85).  Christian-
Smith also asserted that numerous “ownership” references appear within the four decades 
of young adult romance novels she studied.   For example, a heroine was described as 
“his girl” or a hero placed his arm around his girlfriend to signal, “this girl belongs to 
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 Your Prom is an annual publication by the publishers of Modern Bride (Mazzarella, 1999). 
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[him]” (p. 85).  Only two stories featured heroines who tried to confront boyfriends 
directly.  In each case, the boyfriend broke off the relationship, which may teach readers 
a lesson about how to “successfully” maintain romance.   
Not surprisingly, heroines’ lives revolved around continuous waiting.  They 
waited for boys to notice them, waited for boys to fall in love, and then waited for a first 
kiss.  McRobbie (1991) stated that while heroines’ lives focused on romantic love, they 
did not instigate a relationship directly.  Heroines did not introduce themselves or directly 
communicate their interest in a romantic relationship to their crushes.  Rather, they relied 
on luck, coincidence, fate, or even supernatural help to bring them into the path of their 
love interests (McRobbie, 1991).  Then, as in the case of the bookselling Clarinda above, 
heroines trusted that their beauty would draw the attention of potential boyfriends 
(Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991).  However, crafting a particular feminine 
appearance is an indirect form of agency, as heroines still waited for heroes to initiate 
contact. 
Furthermore, once heroines fell in love (and only then), they waited for their hero 
to commence physical contact.  McRobbie (1991) stated that Jackie magazine 
encouraged female sexual passivity, as heroines were “taken” in a kiss initiated by the 
hero.  Christian-Smith (1994) further argued that heroes controlled the heroines’ 
sexuality.  When she “received” her first kiss, the boy “awakened” the heroine’s 
sexuality.  Female protagonists were not represented as having agency over something so 
fundamental as their own sexual responses, but rather had to wait for their boyfriends to 
guide them.   
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At the beginning of this chapter, I stated that media texts also may work to resist 
dominant ideologies, which creates “breaks” in hegemonic discourses.  To a limited 
extent, mass publications created for teen girls include examples of assertive, capable 
females.  In one Sweet Valley University book, a heroine staged a “Take Back the Night” 
rally to bring attention to rape on her campus (Pecora, 1999).  Also, some magazine 
publishers promoted females as proactive agents capable of making change in certain 
areas of their lives.  Both McRobbie (1991) and Garner et al. (1998) stated that in areas 
not related to romance (e.g., work, school), girls were encouraged to be independent, 
emotionally strong, or assertive.  However, given the primacy attributed to heterosexual 
romantic relationships in romance and other publications produced for teenage girls 
(Christian-Smith, 1988, 1994; Garner et al., 1998; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; Mazzarella, 
1999; McRobbie, 1991), this fragmented approach to agency falls far short of modeling a 
moment of identity that truly empowers girls and young women.   
In total, researchers have found remarkably consistent trends across a variety of 
teen romances published in the last half of the 20th century.  Heterosexual romance 
repeatedly was depicted as an important priority that girls needed to master to 
successfully perform femininity, increase social status, and even move into adulthood.  
Young adult romances portrayed limited forms of feminine agency.  They glamorized 
girls as shoppers and as beautiful romantic partners.  Girls relied on boyfriends to elevate 
their social status.  Within romantic relationships, girls were encouraged to engage in 
indirect forms of persuasion and to surrender to a boy’s embrace.  As Christian-Smith 
(1988) commented, these narratives provided readers ways of exploring patriarchal 
relationships and how to “move within them” (p. 96), but rarely illustrated how to 
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challenge traditional power structures.  Together, these studies (Christian-Smith, 1988, 
1994; Garner et al., 1998; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; Mazzarella, 1999; McRobbie, 1991; 
Pecora, 1999) illustrate a moment of identity that includes being a “nice” (white) girl by 
focusing on romantic relationships, appearing beautiful, and acting in narrowly defined 
traditionally feminine passive manners.   
Readers’ experiences with societal norms of romantic love do not presuppose 
their automatic acceptance of the values represented within these novels or their 
interpretation of them in the manner the producers intended.  Du Gay et al.’s (1997) 
consumption moment in the circuit of culture examines how consumers interpret and put 
into practice their understandings of a cultural artifact. 
The Moment of Consumption 
In the case of media, the moment of consumption refers to audience interpretation 
of texts based upon shared cultural experiences and the actual use of the text in everyday 
life.  Du Gay et al. (1997) stated media consumers interpret cultural artifacts, like 
romance novels, within a system of meaning or “codes.”  Gilbert and Taylor (1991) 
observed that the “romantic stereotype” of heroines relies upon key codes or features of 
romantic love that readers will easily recognize.  For example, readers likely will 
interpret heroines who are blonde, well dressed, and slender as meeting cultural norms of 
beauty.     
Hall (1980) emphasized the political implications of codes, as they “refer signs to 
the ‘maps of meaning’ into which any culture is classified; and those ‘maps of social 
reality,’ have the whole range of social meanings, practices, and usages, power and 
interest ‘written in’ to them” (p. 134).  In other words, readers use romantic codes that are 
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linked within culture to connect disparate ideas of a satisfying romantic relationship with 
a particular feminine appearance, which, as I demonstrate later in this section, influences 
ideas of self, attitudes, and behaviors.   
However, the moment of representation does not preclude audiences challenging 
or resisting the producer’s intended meaning(s).  Consumers may negotiate meanings to 
fit with their own experiences and values, or reject them entirely (Hall, 1980).  As might 
be expected based on this theoretical model, teen romance readers have produced varied 
understandings of these novels.   
Frazer (1987) and Moss (1993) reported that some girls rejected messages found 
in romantic fiction as unrealistic or undesirable.  However, neither researcher deliberately 
included girls who identified as romance readers or explored the participants’ beliefs 
about and experiences with heterosexual romance.  Ward, Gorvine, and Cytron (2002) 
and Steele (1999) found that when adolescents deliberately sought out information they 
had little or no experience with, they were much more likely to perceive it as realistic and 
uncritically incorporate it into their beliefs and behaviors.  Furthermore, Condit (1989) 
theorized that audience members’ ability to critically evaluate media messages was 
influenced by access to oppositional rhetoric or alternative codes, personal abilities to 
deconstruct texts, and the amount of mental “work” they are willing to put into 
interpreting a text in an oppositional manner.  Therefore, researchers cannot assume that 
all readers will negotiate or reject romance novel messages.  
Christian-Smith (1993) and Willinsky and Hunniford (1986) found higher levels 
of acceptance of romance novel themes among teen romance readers.  These researchers 
studied middle-school readers who were at an age where many girls are beginning to 
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actively develop a sense of self as independent from parents and to explore possibilities 
of romantic relationships, which may explain in part their enthusiastic consumption of 
teen romance novels.  Comparatively, Frazer (1987) worked with 13- to 17-year-olds, 
and Moss (1993) did not report the ages of her participants. Christian-Smith’s (1993) 
readers reported reading an average of six romance novels each month and 88% of the 
participants in Willinsky and Hunniford’s (1986) study reported reading romantic fiction 
every day.  Both studies found that these girls reported using teen romance novels as 
sources of information about clothing styles, dating behaviors, and future romantic 
encounters.   
Furthermore, the societal values linking consumption, appearance, and romance, 
echoed in some young adult romances, have not been unnoticed by adolescent girls.  In 
her study of sixth-grade romance readers, Christian-Smith (1993) found that these girls 
made a direct connection between romance and appearance.  Trina states, “Pretty girls get 
nice boyfriends” (p. 183).  Similar to the way romance novels depicted beautiful heroines 
as desired by a potential romantic partner, Christian-Smith’s participants believed that the 
most beautiful girls in the school would “have their pick of the boys” (p. 184).  These 
beliefs informed the girls’ behaviors.  All 29 study participants worked to earn spending 
money, with the majority of their earnings going towards clothing and beauty products.   
Christian-Smith (1993) and Willinsky and Hunniford’s (1986) readers usage of 
romantic fiction as sources to inform their behaviors points to another important aspect of 
the consumption moment:  the actual use of the artifact in everyday life.  Beyond using 
the books as information sources, the act of reading the books is significant.  Du Gay et 
  
 
27 
al. (1997) emphasized that the use of cultural artifacts is produced within larger systems 
of meaning.   
Although she did not work with only teen romance readers, Cherland’s (1994) 
study of sixth grade girls’ reading practices provided key insight into the socially 
influenced process of reading.  Cherland asserted that the act of reading itself is 
influenced by culture, including patriarchal ideologies, institutions, and practices.  She 
found that gender was significant as parents encouraged daughters, but not sons, to read.  
Cherland (1994) stated, “Readers did not engage in physical exercise, noisy leadership, or 
competition.  Readers sat and dreamed.  In this cultural discourse, reading provided a 
compatible and appropriate image of femininity” (pp. 90-91).   
The act of reading also was an important part of performing femininity through 
relationship maintenance.  Mothers passed down “good” books they had read to their 
daughters.  More importantly, girls shared books with one another and discussed them.  
Cherland stated this was an important method of expressing and maintaining friendships.  
Significantly, the act of reading was a gendered practice reinforcing social norms of 
traditional femininity.  Feminine socialization stresses the importance of relationship 
maintenance (Wood, 2007), and reading behaviors were one way Cherland’s participants 
internalized and enacted this norm. 
Overall, these studies related to the moment of consumption demonstrated varied 
evaluations of romantic novel themes, while pointing to the importance of personal and 
shared cultural experiences.  Clearly, teen romance novels cannot be dismissed as simply 
meaningless fantasy.  Some readers routinely seek out these books, potentially reading 
and re-reading formulaic storylines (Christian-Smith, 1993; Willinsky & Hunniford, 
  
 
28 
1986), which provide limited and restrictive models of an ideal life for girls (Christian-
Smith, 1988, 1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991; Pecora, 1999).   
Consumption is not relegated to audiences alone.  Media producers share dual 
roles as both audience and producers of media.  I turn to the moment of production next 
to examine further media creators’ role in the circuit of culture. 
The Moment of Production 
Organizational processes and culture influence the creation of media texts in the 
moment of production.  The circuit of culture model illustrates how the production of 
media texts influences producers’ identities, thus shaping future artifact creation and 
sense of self (Du Gay et al., 1997).4  These processes reflect organizational values and 
ways of working, as well as the identities of organizational members.  As a part of this 
process, the text is encoded with particular meanings through language or appearance to 
place it within systems of meaning. 
I am unaware of published academic research examining organizational practices 
within romantic fiction publishing industries (e.g., studies of authors, author agents, 
publishers, advertisers, book retailers).  However, Christian-Smith (1993) stated that 
organizational values are important in the creation of young adult romances.  Christian-
Smith argued that adolescent romance novel publishers’ organizational values influence 
the traditional stories they publish that help preserve hegemonic, patriarchal power.  She 
stated, “I am not implying an outright conspiracy here.  Rather, many segments of the 
culture industry, particularly publishing, are owned by multinational corporations whose 
interests are politically conservative.  These interests make their way into publishing 
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 I do not intend to imply a linear progression or unified individual identities here.  Du Gay et al. (1997) 
suggest only that these processes influence one another. 
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through business practices and the content of the books” (p. 171).  For instance, the 
novels of the 1940s valorize heroines in domestic roles at a time when many women were 
being forced back into their homes after men returned to their jobs following World War 
II.  Christian-Smith stated teen romances can be analyzed to show how social problems 
are minimized and re-arranged so that they become personal, non-political matters.  
Christian-Smith’s analysis suggests that this avenue of research is an important one that 
could provide additional insight into the creation of teen romance novels.  
Another organizational influence includes the common business practice of 
creating spin-offs or copycat products of successful products to maximize profitability 
and minimize risk (Croteau & Hoynes, 2003).  The young adult romance publishing 
industry has certainly engaged this practice.  Sweet Valley High was the first teen 
romance novel series to feature soap-opera-like, dramatic situations (Carpan, 2004). After 
the success of the original series Sweet Valley High with 184 book titles, four more series 
were developed featuring the same heroines at different stages in their lives.  During their 
20-year publication history, over 250 million copies in 25 languages were printed 
(Schoenberger, 2002).  The enormous popularity of the series prompted numerous 
copycat romance novels featuring similar heroines and situations (Carpan, 2004), 
including the three series examined in this study.  Alloy Media + Marketing, which 
purchased the company that published the Sweet Valley series, bases its business 
practices around one “tried-and-true formula” (Hulbert, 2006, ¶5) to develop plots and 
characters.  These practices narrow the range of narratives available to teen girls 
interested in romance novels and are clearly related to the circuit moments of 
representation and identity. 
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The Moment of Regulation 
 How a media text is ranked and valued in relationship to other artifacts and the 
social rules, expectations, and attitudes surrounding it are related to the moment of 
regulation (Du Gay et al., 1997). In the first chapter, I cited Brown (1996), who stated 
that romances are commonly viewed as badly written and reflecting poorly on anyone 
who would read such material.  Various studies of teen readers, parents, and teachers 
have supported this argument.  Cherland (1994) found that some parents teased their 
daughters when they read romance novels and Moss (1993) stated girl romance readers 
and their “soppy” books were ridiculed by parents and friends.  Christian-Smith (1993) 
reported that middle-school teachers viewed adolescent romance novels in specific ways.  
They categorized books as either “quality literature” or “fluff books.”  Adolescent 
romance novels fell into the category of “fluff books” and were not assigned or 
encouraged, with one exception: because of the simple language and fast developing 
plots, “reluctant readers” in remedial readings classes were allowed to read teen 
romances.  Teachers philosophized, “any reading is better than no reading,” although 
they reported guilt over allowing the choice (Christian-Smith, 1993, p. 174). 
Christian-Smith reported one incident where a teacher was exhorting the value of 
“quality books” over romances.  When girl romance readers asked the teacher why she 
disapproved of their books, the teacher “neither offered any explanation nor encouraged 
any critical dialogue with romance-fiction readers about their reading” (p. 175).  Here, we 
can see the interaction of the moments of consumption and regulation.  Culture influences 
teachers’ interpretation of what entails “quality literature” or “fluff books.” This affects 
educational practices and results in a school context where readers’ interests are devalued 
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(Cherland, 1994).  As I mentioned earlier, Condit (1989) stated audiences are less likely 
to deconstruct media texts if they do not have access to other lines of reasoning.  In this 
case, by not teaching readers to examine values within the novels, students are less likely 
to have access to the oppositional rhetoric and alternative codes necessary for a critical 
reading. 
Heuristic Value of the Circuit of Culture Model 
As this literature review indicates, the circuit of culture is a valuable framework to 
examine mass media in a holistic and nuanced manner.  The intertwined, contingent 
circuit “moments” illustrate how these elements work in interrelated ways to shape the 
creation and consumption of young adult romance novels.  As a cultural artifact, teen 
romantic fiction highlights societal and producer values.  This fiction is an important part 
of the hegemonic “production of consent” to patriarchal and capitalistic norms.  Updated 
research of one particular moment, identity, is a significant contribution to this body of 
literature.  To conclude this chapter, I explain why the present study is a valuable 
feminist undertaking and how it expands existing work.  However, first I take a brief 
detour from the circuit of culture model to explain product placement practices.  A basic 
knowledge of product placement history and efficacy is important to understand better 
the implications of the research results reported in Chapter Four (for a more extensive 
review of the history, practices, and arguments for and against product placement, see 
Galician, 2004).   
Product Placement:  A Brief Overview 
 Product placement, also called entertainment marketing or embedded marketing 
(Hackley & Tiwsakul, 2006), is the paid or unpaid, planned placement of branded 
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products in popular media (Avery & Ferraro, 2000).  Product placement practices have 
been mostly associated with films, television shows, and music videos (Hackley & 
Tiwsakul, 2006).   
Product placement is not a new practice.  As early as the 1930s, MGM Studios 
established a division devoted to seeking out product placement deals (Rothenberg, 
1991).  In the 1950s, Proctor and Gamble helped develop television “soap operas” 
literally blending soap products into the dramatic storylines (Hackley & Tiwsakul, 2006).  
However, within the last twenty years, product placement has increased greatly (Avery & 
Ferraro, 2000).  Through this practice, advertisers hope to avoid consumer channel 
switching or skipping commercials through technologies like TIVO; and to take 
advantage of films being widely distributed and viewed multiple times on DVD or cable 
(Avery & Ferraro, 2000; Karrh, McKee, & Pardun, 2003). 
Paid product placement within books, and particularly those aimed at the young 
adult market, is a newer practice.  Best selling British author Fay Weldon was 
commissioned by the upscale jeweler, Bulgari, to create an adult novel that was to be 
distributed free as part of a new store opening (Nelson, 2004) in 2000.5  In 2001, Harper 
Collins published the book for mass distribution.  Although Weldon was commissioned 
to include 12 mentions of the store within the book, she incorporated the name into the 
title of the novel, The Bulgari Connection, and included 34 mentions of Bulgari and 15 
enthusiastic descriptions of jewelry, in general (Arnold, 2001).  The New York Times 
reports this “arrangement is believed to be a first for the industry, traditionally one of the 
few corners of the media free of sponsors’ pitches and plugs” (Kirkpatrick, 2001).  One 
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 Nelson reports the publication date as 2001.  However, the book copyright shows original publication in 
2000 by Bulgari and 2001 by Harper Collins. 
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marketing executive states that books are “part of the next wave of product placement.  
Consumers spend more time and attention on a book than a film or a television show.  It 
is a more personal relationship with a book; it is very near and dear to people” 
(“Jeweler’s Gem,” 2001). 
Studies have provided mixed findings regarding the influence of product 
placement in films and television on consumers (Cornwell & Maignan, 1998).  However, 
anecdotal evidence and actions from advertisers certainly support the perception of some 
level of influence on consumer attitudes and behaviors.  For instance, Hershey reported a 
65% increase in the sale of Reese’s Pieces after the release of E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial 
(“Plugging Away,” 1989) and the new BMW MINI Cooper ran out of stock in the United 
States after being featured in the movie, The Italian Job (Hackley, 2005).  Some 
corporate executives obviously believed in the effectiveness of product placement:  
BMW paid $20 million for placement of its new Z3 roadster in the James Bond film, 
Golden Eye (Karrh, McKee, & Pardun, 2003); some companies that appeared on 
interactive “billboards” in Minority Report paid five to seven million dollars each 
(Friedman, 2002).   
Karrh, McKee, and Pardun (2003) reported that advertising practitioners believed 
that product placement is effective if certain conditions are met; for instance, if the brand 
is portrayed in a favorable light, is shown in use, is associated with a lead character, or 
used for a long period of time.  However, advertisers and corporate executives complain 
about the fact that they have little control over how their product is displayed. Producers, 
actors, writers, and set designers’ creative direction can all influence the product 
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placement, while editors can even cut the product out of the film all together  (Karrh, 
McKee, & Pardun, 2003; Nitins, 2005).   
By developing the Gossip Girl, A-List, and Clique books as marketing vehicles, 
Alloy has neatly circumvented this problem.  Advertisers and corporations can have 
control of the creative development process and target female adolescents specifically in 
a way that has not been possible before. Therefore, in these books, products and services 
are implicated in the moment of identity.  These commercialized models of identity 
should be interrogated to determine if they differ from those in traditionally produced 
romance novels. 
Feminist Analysis of Alloy Produced Teen Romance Novels 
As my discussion of the circuit of culture model illustrates, each moment is 
equally important in understanding how cultural meanings and practices develop.  Du 
Gay et al. (1997) stated that researchers should examine an artifact within all five 
elements of the circuit.  My research starts this process by analyzing three bestselling 
teen romance series, Gossip Girl, A-List, and Clique, which are all produced by a 
marketing firm subsidiary.  Although excellent arguments could be made for beginning at 
any of the circuit moments, my choice to begin at the moment of identity was informed 
by important political implications of this research. 
As a feminist scholar, my research goals are inherently political since I am 
addressing questions of power.  In the opening of this chapter, I cited Wood (1996), who 
asserted feminist research goals include identifying and studying structures and practices 
that hinder equality.  Smith (1988) argued that mass media are a particularly powerful 
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form of discourse because they “transcend” local settings.  Publishers have the ability to 
disperse widely particular views that may advance or retard equality.   
Given the societies most readers live in, teen romance novels are one way of 
promoting hegemonic understandings of femininity in ways that disadvantage readers.  
Although I certainly do not exempt myself from ideological influences, my hope is that 
my own experiences and education, in conjunction with a systematic evaluation of 
popular teen novels, have allowed me to provide a critical evaluation of patriarchal and 
consumerist discourses.  An identification of how these discourses work in romance 
novels is an important foundation for evaluating how these messages appear across other 
forms of media, and how girl readers and those who care for them may work to resist and 
change these messages.  These changes are one step among many towards cultural 
change and social justice. 
Previous textual analyses of adolescent romance novels found that female 
representation glamorized patriarchal and capitalistic ideologies (Christian-Smith, 1988, 
1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; Pecora, 1999).  However, these studies examine texts that 
are at least 15 years old, and many older than that.  Croteau and Hoynes (2003) stated 
that studies of media should note changes over time.  Through my examination of 
femininity and consumption practices within recent teen romance novels, I argue that 
storylines and heroines have changed in significant ways from previously reported 
romantic fiction analyses.  In Chapter Four, I establish the roles teen romance novels play 
in communicating and resisting particular cultural discourses.  But first, I explain in 
Chapter Three the research methods utilized to develop these findings.
CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
 This study relied primarily on qualitative methods to identify how femininity and 
consumption were linked in romantic fiction.  The study was enhanced by descriptive 
quantitative measures to determine the type and frequency of brand names in the texts 
that I examined.  In this chapter, I review how I selected novels for analysis, and I explain 
my use of grounded theory, the Atlas software program, the specific textual analysis 
method of thematic analysis, and simple quantitative methods utilized in this study. 
Data Selection 
To my knowledge, Alloy is the only company consistently producing bestselling 
young adult romance novels including advertising, which made its books ideal for 
analysis.  Alloy has produced a number of romance fiction stand-alone books and series.  
However, only the Gossip Girl, Clique, and A-List series appear regularly on The New 
York Times bestsellers list, so I selected these series for study. 
Readers generally wish to start at the beginning of a series in order to understand 
the ongoing plot and character developments (Carpan, 2004).  Therefore, I selected the 
first book of each series.  To determine if there were any changes over time in the series, 
I also analyzed the last book published in each series at the time this research began.  The 
book titles for this study are listed in Table 1 (see Appendix A for publication 
information).  To differentiate these books from scholarly sources, I reference the books 
by title.  
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Table 1:  Books analyzed by series and publication date 
Gossip Girl Book # Publication Date 
Gossip Girl 1 2002 
Nothing Can Keep Up Together 10 2005 
A-List Book # Publication Date 
The A-List 1 2003 
American Beauty 7 2006 
Clique Book # Publication Date 
The Clique 1 2004 
Dial L for Loser 6 2006 
 
Qualitative Methods 
Grounded Theory 
Overview.  Grounded theory methods specify systematic guidelines for collecting 
and analyzing data inductively.  From the beginning of the research process, scholars 
develop analytic interpretations of data.  In addition to developing emergent coding 
themes, researchers compile extensive memos to advance conceptual analyses.  In turn, 
ongoing analysis is used to continually shape and refine coding and data collection.  This 
requires multiple readings of the data. Glaser and Strauss (1967) initially developed 
grounded theory, a method that has evolved and has increased in prominence over time 
(Becker, 1998; Charmaz, 1990, 2000; Dey, 1993; Glaser, 1978, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Lonkila, 1995; Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1994, 1997).  Charmaz 
(2000) classified grounded theory as “revolutionary” because it challenged traditional 
quantitative research methods’ claim to unique rigor by asserting qualitative methods also 
were rigorous, systematic, and could produce theory development, which did not need to 
be separate from research processes.   
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Numerous researchers, with ontological positions ranging between objectivist and 
constructivists (Charmaz, 2000) have utilized grounded theory methodologies.  By 
allowing codes to emerge from data rather than using established a priori categories, 
researchers are able to allow for alternative explanations, including surprising ones, of 
phenomena.  In particular, feminist researchers have employed grounded theory because 
it allows for rigorous data analysis compatible with many feminist ontological and 
epistemological assumptions, including, especially the priority of participants’ meanings 
(e.g., Hylmö, 2006; Litwin & Hallstein, 2007; Medved, Brogan, McClanahan, Morris, & 
Shepherd, 2006; Parker, 2002; Wood, 2001, 2004).   
Verification procedures.  Based upon Charmaz’s (1983) and Glaser’s (1978, 
1992) guidelines, I continuously compared: (a) different characters (lifestyles, actions, 
experiences); (b) data from the same characters at different points in story timelines; (c) 
events with other similar events (e.g., different female characters preparing for a date); 
(d) data within a category; and (e) each category with other categories.  As themes 
emerged from the data, I checked them against my previous data to see if themes should 
be expanded, collapsed, or modified.   
Creswell (1998) and Dougherty (2001) stated that the accepted standard for 
assessing interpretive research based on grounded theory is verification, which asks 
whether researcher analyses provide a reasonable explanation of the phenomena 
examined, which does not preclude other interpretations of data.  Previous studies that 
utilized thematic analyses (Owen, 1984, 1985; Shank-Krusciewitz & Wood, 2001; Wood, 
2001, 2004) applied two standards to verify data and avoid idiosyncratic interpretation by 
researchers.  First, an idea must recur a minimum of three times to count as a theme. 
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Second, themes must appear in at least half the data units; or in this case, three of the six 
books examined.  Furthermore, I supplemented this standard by requiring an idea to be 
present in each of the three series to count as a theme.  Finally, thematic analysis 
researchers (Dougherty, 2001; Wood 2001, 2004) asserted validity in thematic analyses is 
also demonstrated by reporting ample quotations, which allows readers to substantiate 
links between data and themes identified by the researcher.  
 Consistent with grounded theory’s insistence on concurrent data gathering and 
analysis, I moved back and forth between identifying and analyzing data.  As described in 
more detail below, I followed a three-prong process in working with data: (a) I read and 
reread texts to identify potential themes; (b) I used the Atlas program to organize material 
I had identified; and (c) I engaged in thematic analysis of data to identify particular 
themes reflecting links between femininity and consumption practices.  After my initial 
reading of the texts, these elements often occurred in an interrelated fashion, as I 
alternated between reading the data, coding, and identifying themes. 
Preliminary Sensitizing Reading 
First, I read each book to familiarize myself with the characters and plot and 
develop some preliminary ideas of potential themes related to research question two 
(How do the narratives link consumption of commercial products and services with 
cultural norms of femininity?) and research question three (Are there any differences in 
narrative links between consumption and femininity in series for older and younger 
audiences?).   
To ensure all relevant data were analyzed, I included episodes involving any 
characters and consumption practices and all narrative descriptions of products and 
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services.  Based upon Paterson’s (2006) discussion of consumption, I defined it broadly 
to include characters’ discussions, purchasing, or use of consumer goods and services.  In 
addition, portrayals of lifestyles related to consumption (e.g. living in a modest or 
expensive home), descriptions of economic status or income, and literal consumption of 
food and drink were included as data.  These passages were typed, resulting in 262 
single-spaced pages for analysis. 
Atlas 
The typed material was entered into Atlas, which is a qualitative data analysis 
program that allows users to code, organize, and compare texts.  This software program 
was developed by Scientific Software Development, now ATLAS.ti GmbH.  The 
outgrowth of an interdisciplinary research project at the Technical University of Berlin, 
the first commercial version was released in 1993 (Atlas.ti., 2007).  Hundreds of 
universities, corporations, and research organizations internationally hold licenses for this 
software (Atlas.ti., 2007).   
As Charmaz (2000) and Weitzman (2000) noted, coding programs like Atlas do 
not think for researchers.  However, this type of software supports theory building by 
facilitating data searches and assembling ideas developed throughout the research process 
(Charmaz, 2000; Weitzman, 2000).  The software aids qualitative analysis of textual, 
graphical, audio, and video data by allowing users to develop codes and record memos 
for various data units.  Beyond organizing data and allowing for easy retrieval, the 
program also promotes theory development through reporting and graphing features that 
let researchers identity and examine complex and nuanced links between data.   
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Weitzman (2000) stressed the advantage of the ability to record memos at various 
points in the text and run multiple searches using more than one code.  For instance, I 
marked interactions involving each female character.  I could then run reports to examine 
how often and in what context each female character was portrayed in relation to codes I 
had developed.  Furthermore, I examined code concurrences (e.g., “sexuality” and 
“drinking alcohol”) for each character, or conversely, identified which codes did not 
overlap.  The reporting and graphing features also allowed me to collect memos written 
at numerous points in the text, along with the related data, to identify patterns.   
Thematic Analysis 
 Thematic analysis, originally developed by Owen (1984, 1985), is a method for 
identifying recurrent, important ideas within a text.  Since its inception, researchers have 
used thematic analysis to analyze a variety of texts including transcribed interviews 
(Matthias & Babow, 2007; Noland & Carl, 2006; Shank-Krusiewicz  & Wood, 2001; 
Wood, 2001, 2004); e-mails (Shank-Krusiewicz  & Wood, 2001); participant interactions 
(Matthias & Babow, 2007; Owen, 1984, 1985); and written participant stories, diaries, or 
logs (Leets, 2005; Owen, 1984, 1985).  Thematic analysis complements grounded theory 
by enabling researchers to identify inductively key meanings within texts.  Therefore, I 
repeatedly read through the data generated by my input to Atlas to discover emerging 
themes.  As I stated in Chapter One, Owen’s (1984, 1985) thematic analysis method 
stipulates three criteria for identifying themes: recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness.   
Recurrence refers to similar meanings conveyed by different word choices that 
appear at multiple points in the text.  For instance, terms like B-list, lowbrow, less 
fortunate or upper crust, richies, and A-list, describe class (both economic and social 
  
 
42 
status).  Furthermore, I identified more nuanced versions of the recurrence of an idea.  
Storylines include passages like, “Claire’s eyes widened when she saw [her new] 
school….  The parking lot was filled with Mercedes, Jaguars, Lexus SUVs, BMW 
convertibles, and even a few limos.  Her old school just had yellow school buses and a 
few beat-up Toyotas and Hondas that belonged to the teachers” (The Clique, p. 47).  This 
instance was identified as an example of the class theme because the luxury cars and 
limos identify students at Claire’s new school as wealthy.  In addition, Claire’s roots as a 
member of the working-class are implied by identifying the older, more inexpensive cars 
driven only by teachers at her former school.   
A second way in which recurrent themes emerged from the data was through 
nonverbal interactions.  For example, another theme that emerged was romantic interest.  
However, characters never said, “I’m attracted to you and would like to get to know you 
better.”  This was often signaled nonverbally, such as when Ben’s date interprets 
Cammie’s “Cheshire cat smile” and wink at Ben in a way that put her “girl-dar on red 
alert” (The A-List, p. 75). 
Owen’s (1984, 1985) second criterion for identifying themes is repetition of key 
words or phrases in significant portions of the text.  For example, using the Atlas 
software, I determined the word “hair” appeared approximately every 7 pages on average 
and “wearing” approximately every 11 pages on average.  These words relate to the 
preoccupation with looks and helped signal passages related to an appearance theme. 
The third and final criterion, forcefulness, is signaled through story elements such 
as exclamations, emotional outbursts, or dramatic pauses.  This criterion helped me 
identify themes by indications of passion and strongly held beliefs.  For example, after an 
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admission from her boyfriend, “Blair threw the quilt off her shoulders and stood up.  ‘I 
knew it!’ she shouted.  ‘Who hasn’t had sex with Serena?  That nasty, slutty bitch!’” 
(Gossip Girl, p. 138).  Forcefulness was signaled through italics, punctuation, nonverbal 
behaviors, and word choices.   
Following grounded theory’s emphasis on constant comparative analysis, as each 
new theme emerged, I returned to previously read data, asking whether the new theme 
was also present in those data.   This process allowed me to identify subtle, as well as 
obvious, appearances of themes.  Emphasizing the systematic, yet parsimonious nature of 
the development of grounded theory, Glaser (1992) asserted, “Categories emerge upon 
comparison and properties emerge upon more comparison.  And that is all there is to it” 
(p. 43). 
After identifying the major themes related to research questions two and three, I 
used reports and graphs generated through the Atlas software to identify how these 
themes appeared within passages featuring each adolescent female character6 and how 
they appeared overall throughout the storylines.  Specifically, I examined how themes 
functioned within the storyline (e.g., beautification routines to get ready for an event); 
outcomes associated with particular themes (e.g., acceptance or rejection by peers); how 
themes addressed recurring issues or concerns (e.g., girls’ desire for a thin body); and 
what contexts themes occurred within (e.g., dating relationship, friendship).    
Through analyzing reports and graphs produced through Atlas, and using 
grounded theory and thematic analysis, I developed themes to explicate links between 
                                                 
6
 Although these research questions relate to femininity (gender), not sex, I wanted to ensure I identified 
any incidents in which female characters were acting within or outside of cultural norms of femininity.  
Wood (2007) identifies Western cultural norms of femininity as including a focus on appearance and 
relationships.  There were no male characters enacting these norms consistently. 
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consumption behaviors of female characters and social norms of femininity. In addition, I 
compared themes from the Gossip Girl and A-List series to the Clique books to determine 
if differences existed in consumption patterns between series created for older and 
younger adolescent girls. 
Quantitative Methods 
To supplement the qualitative analysis in this study, I also gathered basic 
quantitative information about brands included in the novels.  Brand names and the 
frequency with which they appeared contribute to the findings of this study.  I placed 
each brand name on a list and tracked how many times it was referenced in each book 
examined.   
Friedman (1985, p. 929) defined a brand name as a distinctive commercial term 
used to “identity and/or promote itself or one or more of its consumer products or 
services.”  Brand names can apply to products, services, manufacturers, or retailers.   I 
verified brand names by looking them up using the Internet search engine Google to 
confirm their existence.  Names for which actual products or services could not be 
verified were not included in the data.  Various iterations of the same brand name (e.g., 
Saks, Saks Fifth Avenue) or specific product lines associated with a brand name (e.g., 
Hermès Birkin bag, Hermès Kelly bag, and Hermès Eau D’Orange Verte cologne) were 
counted as one brand name.  In the example above, Hermès would be noted as one brand 
name rather than three.      
Additionally, I recorded brand name frequency.   This is important because a 
book could contain a high number of brand names only mentioned occasionally, a low 
number of brands mentioned frequently, or a number of iterations in between these two 
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possibilities (Friedman, 1985).  Since advertisers credit prominence and length of 
portrayal as an important measure of effectiveness (Karrh, McKee, & Pardun, 2003), the 
number of references to each brand is noteworthy.  
A Comprehensive Method 
 Used together, the thematic and quantitative analysis methods provided rich and 
detailed insights into both meaning and content related to consumption in Alloy-produced 
romance novels for adolescent females. In the next chapter, I present the findings of my 
analysis. 
CHAPTER 4 
COMMODIFYING FEMININITY IN ADOLESCENT ROMANCE FICTION 
[Cammie]  was standing by the [yacht’s] teak starboard railing, and every few 
seconds a gust of air would blow her vivid strawberry blond ringlets against her 
Bing My Cherry Plump Your Pucker lip-glossed mouth.  A perfected flick of one 
OPI ballet-slipper-pink-polished finger (French manicures were so last year) 
unstuck them, as two well-muscled arms snaked around Cammie’s waist from 
behind, pressing her close.  Adam Flood’s left hand held the necks of two icy cold 
Coronas….  Cammie’s clothes were a lot more upscale than Adam’s, but, 
surprisingly she didn’t care.  It hadn’t taken long to pick her outfit from her cedar-
lined walk-in closet: Seven For All Mankind jeans with a special-order Ferrari red 
leather low-slung belt encrusted with diamonds, and an Ella Moss kimono tee in 
hot pink held together by only a tiny clasp just below her cleavage so that it blew 
about her on the yacht, revealing miles of creamy alabaster skin.  She didn’t need 
to worry about a bra, since her large breasts were compliments of silicone and 
surgery, and remained unnaturally perky at all times.  Her shoes were silvery 
white Jimmy Choo snakeskin pumps (American beauty: An A-list novel, pp. 24-
25). 
 
As I stated in Chapter Two, studies of media texts should note changes over time 
(Croteau &Hoynes, 2003).  As with earlier studies of romantic fiction produced for 
adolescent girls, my analysis reveals a continued focus on an idealized feminine 
appearance as key for girls to successfully engage in their important search for 
heterosexual romance (Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991; Pecora, 1999) and 
increase popularity with peers (Christian-Smith, 1988; McRobbie, 1991).  However, in 
the passage above, Cammie’s clothing and make-up on her date with Adam are described 
in such detail that actual shades in particular cosmetic lines were included.  “Bing my 
Cherry” is one of 15 shades of lip gloss offered by Plump Your Pucker for around $14 
each (MSN Shopping, n.d.).  This passage exemplifies a key change in how the Alloy-
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produced adolescent romantic fiction differs dramatically from earlier texts produced for 
adolescents:  the foregrounding of brand names.  If, as Du Gay et al. (1997) state, media 
textual representations help tell us “what sorts of identities we can become–and how” (p. 
39, emphasis in original), then Alloy-developed romances advise readers what kind of 
identities they can buy, for how much, and where. 
A primary finding of this study is that the adolescent romance novels I examined 
link heroines’ consumption of goods and services to success, which is defined by social 
status and romantic relationships.   More specifically, the analysis I present in this chapter 
reveals that embedded in the narratives is the idea that consumption of brand names is a 
means of constructing an idealized, feminine identity.  The storylines overshadow and 
somewhat cloak the advertising that permeates the books.  Name brands and specific 
products are dramatically woven into narratives that detail experiences adolescent female 
readers are likely familiar with: striving for acceptance and popularity among peers, 
struggles with parents, feelings of insecurity as one’s body develops, and excitement and 
anxiety over new possibilities within the realms of dating and sexuality.  In addition, the 
glamorous and exciting lifestyles that these characters lead offer the same type of 
escapism as other film dramas or soap operas (see Appendix B for an overview of 
characters and plots for series analyzed).  Given the ongoing bestseller status for new 
releases in the three series, the books clearly entertain and interest their readers. 
 To ground this work and address RQ 1, below I first review the number of brand 
names mentioned in the three series and the frequency of references to each brand name.   
Next, I summarize the results of the qualitative portion of this study to address RQ 2 and 
RQ 3.  Several major themes of idealized femininity emerge from this analysis:  (a) 
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consumption as indicator of social status, (b) ideal female body types, and (c) 
commodified romance and sexuality. 
Brand Names and Frequency 
RQ 1:  What products appear in the series and with what frequency? 
In order to provide a better understanding of how commercial products and 
services are represented as an essential part of an idealized lifestyle in the series, I begin 
with a review of which brands appear and with what frequency.  These data demonstrate 
the overall saturation of branded products within the texts. 
Brand Names 
 In all, 572 unique brand names were presented within six books, which comprise 
1,431 pages of story text (for a complete list of brand names, see Appendix C).  On 
average across the three series, a new brand name appeared approximately every 2.5 
pages.  However, the books are not equivalent in how many different brand names appear 
within each.  The number of brands appearing in a single book ranged from a low of 79 
names to a high of 210 (see Figure 2).  In each series, the number of brands explicitly 
mentioned increased significantly from first to later books.  Perhaps as the books became 
proven sellers, more companies became interested in having their products included. 
Particular types of brand names appeared frequently, with 48% of all product 
names representing clothing and accessories, beautifying products, and the retail 
establishments that sell these products.7  While brand names associated with other 
product categories like automobiles, media, or electronics were also present, none of the 
                                                 
7
 Clothing and accessories brands include those names associated with handbags, sunglasses, jewelry, and 
shoes, as well as all types of clothing or swimwear.  Beautifying products consist of cosmetics and hair 
styling goods.  Clothing, accessories, and beauty retail establishment brand names encompass clothing and 
jewelry stores, in addition to salon or spa services. 
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remaining categories made up a significant percentage of brands that served a common 
purpose like these appearance-related products (see Figure 3). 
Figure 2:  Individual brand names appearing in each text8 
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Figure 3:  Types of branded products appearing across series 
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8
 The total number of brand names reported in this chart exceeds 572 because some of the same names 
appeared across multiple texts. 
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By far the most commonly referenced brand type was clothing or accessories.  
The quote at the beginning of this chapter, which details Cammie’s Seven jeans, Ella 
Moss top, and Jimmy Choo shoes, is representative of references to brand-name products 
in the three series. At times, these references were highly detailed such as when Anna 
checks the time on her “Jacob & Co. five-time-zone platinum-and-diamond watch, which 
featured a gemstone kite in each time zone” (American Beauty, p. 13).  Not surprisingly, 
Jacob & Co does sell a watch style called “Five Time Zone” as part of its line (Jacob & 
Co., n.d.).   
The next most common type of branded product included in the three series was 
beautifying products, like hairstyling products such as “Paul Mitchell Freeze and Shine 
Super Spray” (Dial L for Loser, p. 158) or cosmetics like “Stila lip gloss in Strawberry 
Tarte” (American Beauty, p. 47).  As with the watch reference quoted previously, some of 
these brand names were accompanied by actual product line references.  Hardly 
surprising given the number of products included in the stories, retailers and spa services 
were also regularly named.  For example, characters in all three series shopped at 
Barneys New York and frequented particular salons where they purchased cosmetics and 
hair styling products.    
The next most common type of branded product included in the three series was 
beautifying products, like hairstyling products such as “Paul Mitchell Freeze and Shine 
Super Spray” (Dial L for Loser, p. 158) or cosmetics like “Stila lip gloss in Strawberry 
Tarte” (American Beauty, p. 47).  As with the watch reference quoted previously, some of 
these brand names were accompanied by actual product line references.  Hardly 
surprising given the number of products included in the stories, retailers and spa services 
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were also regularly named.  For example, characters in all three series shopped at 
Barneys New York and frequented particular salons where they purchased cosmetics and 
hair styling products.    
 The abundant number of brand names gives important insight into the three series.  
First, as the Boston Globe recently reported, books in the Alloy-developed series are 
“content packages, with potential for advertising and cross-marketing” (Mehegan, 2006, 
p. B5).  While not all brand names represent products readers might desire or could  
afford, the incessant litany of product names extols one value clearly: the desirability of 
consumption.  As Hawkin and Hanes (2001) asserted, most mass media narratives “depict 
the accumulation of material wealth as a cultural imperative” (p. 173) and are generated 
by corporations with a profit motive.   
Frequency of Brand Names  
Although the brand names themselves are important, equally interesting is the 
frequency with which they appear.  Some brands were mentioned only one or a few 
times, as when three Gossip Girl characters were described eating out, with a passing 
mention of the “big fat Intermix bags under the table” (Gossip Girl, p. 102, emphasis in 
original).  On the other hand, the brand Chanel was referenced 48 times across the three 
series.  Central characters applied Chanel make-up and perfumes, and wore Chanel 
clothing while carrying Chanel purses.  At times, a particular brand name was mentioned 
repeatedly within a scene as characters discussed it or used a product in that brand line. 
In total across the three series, brand names appeared 1,553 times, or a little over 
one per page on average.  Of these references, 630 were for clothing or accessories 
brands, 115 were for beautifying products like cosmetics or hair styling aids, and 98 were 
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for retailers of these products, representing 54% of all brand references.  (For a complete 
listing of the number of references with all brands, see Appendix C.)  This is not 
surprising given that these three types of products represent nearly half of all brand 
names in the series.  Forty-nine brand names in this group were mentioned five times or 
more (see Table 2).   
Table 2:  Frequency of most referenced clothing/accessories, beautifying products, and 
retailer brand names 
Brand name 
Total # 
References Brand name 
Total # 
References 
Chanel 48 Pucci 8 
Oscar de la Renta 29 Versace 8 
Barneys New York 26 BCBG 6 
Keds 22 Hermés 6 
Ralph Lauren 19 Hugo Boss 6 
Juicy Couture 18 Imitation of Christ 6 
Louis Vuitton 18 Seven for All Mankind 6 
Prada 16 Bendel 5 
Manolo Blahnik 14 Brooks Brothers 5 
Levis 12 Bvlgari Jewelers 5 
Bergdorf Goodman 11 C&C California 5 
Burberry 11 Cartier 5 
Christian Dior 11 Dolce & Gabbana 5 
Gucci 11 Diesel 5 
Kate Spade 11 J. Crew 5 
Le Petite Retreat Day Spa 10 Kiehl's 5 
Marc Jacobs 10 Lands End 5 
Balenciaga 9 MAC cosmetics 5 
DKNY 9 Morgane Le Fay 5 
The Gap 9 Stella McCartney 5 
Jimmy Choo 9 Stila cosmetics 5 
Tiffany & Co 9 Uggs 5 
Armani 8 Yves St. Laurent 5 
Calvin Klein 8    
Coach 8    
Fendi 8     
 
A brand such as Keds may appear incongruous in the midst of the higher-end 
brands.  In fact, a number of more inexpensive brands appear throughout the series.  
Solomon and English (1996) state that product placement within mass media creates a 
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“consumption constellation” where particular products become associated with each 
other and social roles.  Used in conjunction with one another, higher and lower end goods 
signified and differentiated heroines’ social status and desirability. 
For instance, in the A-List series, beautiful heroine Anna drove a Lexus, which is 
referenced seven times in the first chapter alone of American Beauty.  Since Lexus is a 
well-known luxury car brand, the fact that Anna drove one signals readers that other 
products she uses are in a similar class.  Readers also learn that Anna wore an Anna 
Molinari dress, accessorized with a Kate Spade hobo bag, and Sigerson Morrison sandals.  
While driving her Lexus in this ensemble, her car was hit by a “Honda Civic dotted with 
rust spots,” driven by a profanity-spouting, “middle-aged woman with a pale face that 
looked like it had been smashed in a closing elevator door,” whose “gray hair roots led to 
a red ball of frizz tied back with a bad Chanel knock-off scarf” (American Beauty, p. 7). 
In this example, the narrative employed brand names and particular character usage of 
them to portray both ideal and stigmatized lifestyles.  The beautiful, young, wealthy, and 
haute-couture-clothing-clad Anna was contrasted with the older, impolite, unattractive 
woman whose undesirability was evidenced further by an inexpensive, older car and 
unkempt hairstyle covered by the obvious “knock-off” designer scarf.  In order to explore 
further how brand names are incorporated into these stories and are associated with 
particular meanings, I turn to the results of the qualitative analysis next.  
Connecting Femininity and Consumption in Narrative 
Commodities were represented as more than functional items.  Like other forms 
of advertising, the narrative references to products worked to develop symbolic meanings 
associated with brand names and various products, services, and procedures.  Indeed, 
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given the prolific nature of brands named in these series, even the fact that a product has 
a name associated with it becomes meaningful.  For instance, the very wealthy and 
beautiful A-List heroine, Cammie, had a discussion with her father in which he “lean[s] 
back in a Herman Miller Aeron metal-and-mesh chair, with his black A. Testonis by 
Norvegese shoes up on the table.  He was dressed more casually than usual, in gray 
slacks and a pink Budd’s sport shirt with French cuffs” (American Beauty, p. 117).  Teen 
readers are unlikely to know or care that this particular chair is a specially ergonomically 
engineered chair that starts around $750 (Google Checkout, n.d.), or that A. Testoni is an 
expensive Italian shoemaker with shoes running up to $600 per pair 
(Couture.Zappos.com, n.d.), or that Budd is an exclusive tailor in London, that only sells 
shirts at two locations internationally (Forbes.com, 2004).  Given their prominent 
placement in the text and their use to establish the father’s identity, the father’s 
consumption practices are significant.  The key message is that the brand names are 
important, and that what a person owns, wears, and uses says something about the 
person’s identity and worth.  Brands matter, regardless of user, product, or situation.  
Importantly, many brand names are linked narratively with characters in recurring 
patterns. 
This qualitative analysis highlights how not only brand names, but also 
consumption in general, are connected to cultural norms of femininity.  Wood (2007) 
identifies cultural norms of femininity including being relationship-oriented and focused 
on appearance.  In the remainder of this chapter, I review how social status, idealized 
female body types, and romance and sexuality are linked in the narratives with femininity 
and consumption.  This qualitative analysis addresses RQ 2 and RQ 3: 
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RQ 2:  How do the narratives link consumption of commercial products and 
services with cultural norms of femininity?  
RQ 3:  Are there any differences in narrative links between consumption and 
femininity in series for older and younger audiences? 
Social Status: Buying (Un)Popularity 
Jenny peered inside the open door.  A few girls lounged in leather armchairs….  
Jenny recognized a red-and-white rose-patterned Marc Jacobs top on one of them. 
And one girl was wearing the pair of gold Belle by Sigerson Morrison flats….  
They looked exactly like the types of girls she would have wanted to be friends 
with (Nothing Can Keep Us Together, p. 28). 
 
As demonstrated in the passage above, whether girls are worthy to befriend rests 
largely upon the brands associated with them.  The types of products and services a 
character uses signified social status.  Social status is key to keeping and maintaining 
both friendships and romantic relationships, so characters who have higher social status 
were better able to meet these mainstream norms of femininity.  A key way inadequacy–
failure to meet norms of femininity–was established is through appearance.  However, 
even characters that met norms of femininity could be improved by cosmetics, dress, or a 
day at the spa.  As with the barrage of brand names, the connection of products to social 
status in these stories was not subtle.   
The role of social status in these novels represents a change from earlier romantic 
fiction studied.  McRobbie (1991) and Christian-Smith (1988) both found that having a 
boyfriend increased girls’ popularity.  In all three series I examined, boyfriends (or the 
pursuit of them) remained an important plot element, which I detail later in this chapter.  
However, brands were more important than romantic relationships to female 
protagonists’ popularity.  Significant plot segments do not focus on interactions with the 
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girls’ romantic interests or even their preparation for meeting with boys.  Surprisingly, 
romantic relationships in these romance novels pale in importance to the goal of 
achieving popularity and maintaining friendships with female peers.  Characters used 
brands to establish both low and high social statuses, and competition for a higher status 
was fierce. 
Losers and Wannabes 
Although all three series included the theme linking popularity to brand usage, 
characters dubbed socially unworthy based upon their brand consumption was 
particularly evident in the Clique books created for younger readers.  The Clique series 
primarily details how Claire tries to enter and retain membership in the “Pretty 
Committee” clique at school.   
In both Clique books I examined, Claire, a middle-school heroine, was routinely 
mocked by her schoolmates for wearing Keds tennis shoes and Gap jeans.  Within the 
early pages of the first Clique novel, the wealthy, beautiful, and popular Pretty 
Committee clique members ridicule Claire’s Keds and hairstyle by text messaging one 
another while Claire sits behind them: 
MASSIE:   She’s G2G [got to go] 
ALICIA: SO DO HER BANGS 
DYLAN: H8 THE WHOLE HAIRCUT 
MASSIE: bOUT THE SHOES 
 
Dylan, Alicia, and Kristen turned toward the backseat and at the same time lifted 
themselves up so they could get a good look at Claire’s feet.  Massie was dying to 
see Claire’s reaction, but she didn’t have the heart to look. 
 
KRISTEN:   BETTER DEAD THAN KED 
MASSIE: NOT A G.L.U. 
DYLAN: ??????  
MASSIE: GIRL LIKE US.  NEW TERM. (The Clique, p. 45) 
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Here, Claire’s shoes and her unstylish haircut (which is also repeatedly referenced in the 
series) were specifically used as proof that Clair was not a G.L.U, and served as grounds 
for Claire’s rejection from the popular Pretty Committee.   
As this next example and many others throughout this chapter demonstrate, the 
novels also portray the “right” products as more expensive than alternative products.  For 
instance, Claire panicked when the Pretty Committee clique asked her what designer 
made her bikini, which Claire had purchased on sale for $15 at Target.  The narrative 
cues readers about desirability by specifically listing the product price and retailer.  Claire 
realized “admitting [the swimsuit] was from Target would have terrible repercussions” 
(The Clique, p. 133) and quickly fabricated a designer name for her bathing suit.  
Following this exchange, the Pretty Committee girls socialized with her and treated her as 
an equal for the first time.  However, once they discovered the suit was not expensive or 
a designer label, they threw food and drinks on her while calling her names.  In this way, 
the narrative establishes either positive associations for expensive brands purchased at 
full price and negative associations for less expensive brands purchased at discount 
stores. 
Despite the ongoing characterization of consumption of certain brands as a 
signifier of worthiness and popularity, these themes were not omnipresent in the Clique 
series.  The plots include several moments of disruption.  For instance, in Dial L for 
Loser, Claire was admired for wearing Keds tennis shoes and later chooses not to wear 
designer clothing even though she knows her friends will disparage her for this choice.  
Through a convoluted set of circumstances, Claire became a movie star and was pictured 
in her Keds in Teen Vogue, so some of her schoolmates began to copy her shoe selection. 
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By becoming a movie star, Claire also obtained numerous haute couture clothes and 
accessories, but she refused to wear them when traveling with Pretty Committee 
members.  Similarly, in the first book, Claire defiantly sells her DKNY dress and Marc 
Jacobs shoes she tricked a Pretty Committee member into buying for her.  At times, the 
Pretty Committee members were described as looking ridiculous or ungainly in their 
designer clothes and accessories.  For instance, at one point, Massie had trouble walking 
in her Jimmy Choo shoes at an outdoor party because they kept getting stuck in the mud. 
Despite occasionally looking silly in their designer fashions, the Pretty Committee 
members were still the most popular, influential girls in school and continued to make 
fun of Claire’s Keds and the other inexpensive brands she wore.  Furthermore, regardless 
of Claire’s acts of resistance, by the end of each of each book, she was still attempting to 
befriend the Pretty Committee members, who never accepted her as a true friend because 
of her lack of style.   
The Gossip Girl and A-List series contain fewer interactions where characters are 
stigmatized because of a particular brand.  In Gossip Girl, rather than choosing the 
“wrong” brands (like Keds), less popular characters are unbranded, and subsequently, 
unworthy of attention.  For instance, Vanessa attended the wealthy, private Constance 
Billard School for Girls on a scholarship, and was described as “an anomaly at 
Constance, the only girl in the school who had a nearly shaved head, [and] wore black 
turtlenecks every day…  She had no friends at all at Constance” (Gossip Girl, p. 54).  
Vanessa’s deliberate flouting of style and designer clothing leads other students to largely 
ignore her, and often mock her when they do acknowledge her existence.  Although no 
central female characters in the A-List series consistently consumed the “wrong” brands, 
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minor characters with whom they interact with were denigrated or described negatively 
for their “knock-off” or unbranded brand items.  All three series demonstrated that having 
no label or the “wrong” brand lowered female characters’ social status.   
A-Listers and the “Fabulous” Crowd   
Conversely, female characters gained popularity through having the “right” goods 
or services.  For example, in the A-List series, heroine Samantha, a famous movie star’s 
daughter who didn’t entirely inherit her celebrity father’s good looks, strived to improve 
her appearance.  Because of her father’s great wealth, Samantha was able to select 
numerous products and services to enhance her “physical shortcomings” (American 
Beauty, p. 75).  The connection between her “improved” looks and social status is clear.  
Taking pity on the overweight middle school “loner,” Samantha’s stepmother took her 
for body waxing, chemical hair relaxing, hair extensions, and twice-weekly hair styling at 
the salon.  In addition, her stepmother paid for Samantha’s diet pills and plastic surgery 
to have her chin and nose changed.  After these “improvements,” Samantha discovered 
that “now that she was semicute, she was considered semicool [at school]” (The A-List, 
pp. 45-46).  Still this is not enough.  Samantha recalled that: 
[She began to wear] the hippest, most expensive clothes, the best makeup, and Clé 
de Peau Beauté’s four-hundred-and-fifty-dollar-a-jar face cream.  And she’d 
successfully moved up the social ladder.   
But, dammit, she was still not beautiful….   
So, though the best that could be said for Sam was that she was “attractive,” she 
had the power of the beautiful.  It wasn’t nearly as good as actually being 
beautiful, but it was better than nothing. (The A-List, p. 46) 
 
In this example, the narrative specifically links the many products and services Samantha 
relied on to changes in her appearance to meet social norms and help her climb up the 
“social ladder.”  However, she did not buy just any goods, she had to have the “most 
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expensive” products, which were also “the hippest” and “the best.”  If readers were 
unsure how much money the “most expensive” products cost, the author helpfully 
clarified by specifying that one can expect to pay $450 for “the best” cosmetics.  
Samantha’s purchases of goods and services not only increased her popularity, but also 
anointed her with “the power of the beautiful,” a definite improvement in her social 
standing.  Implicit in this narrative is the idea that products enhance the self and that 
more money is equated to better products and, thus, enhanced femininity and lifestyle.  
However, Samantha–and, by implication, readers who identify with her–are required to 
continually buy to maintain their appearance.   
Readers who may not be able to spend $450 on face cream are presented with 
plenty of other options in the consumption constellation of Samantha and her A-List 
friends.   In the series, Samantha repeatedly found new products or services she could 
purchase to achieve higher levels of attractiveness so that she could match or, better yet, 
exceed her girl friends’ attractiveness.  Samantha also wears Stila lip gloss (between $12 
and $27), Bobbi Brown lip gloss ($19), Touche Éclat eye highlighter ($45), and MAC 
Studio face powder ($25) (all prices from MSN Shopping, n.d.).   So, the consumption 
constellation associated with Samantha’s upper class lifestyle does not include 
necessarily all extraordinary expensive products.  Rather, a variety of goods, some much 
more affordable for readers, are related to the practice of purchasing to enhance 
femininity and emulate Samantha’s luxurious standard of living. 
 Overall, all three series portrayed the ability to purchase numerous (and often 
expensive) products and services as an indicator of status.  The Clique series, which is 
targeted toward younger readers, centers on this premise.  Claire and other less 
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fashionable girls at the Octavian Country Day School in upscale Westchester, New York 
fruitlessly try to join the Pretty Committee clique, who mock their appearances and label 
them “wannabes” or “LBR’s” (losers beyond repair).   
Although not the primary plot device, the Gossip Girl and A-List series, which are 
aimed at older adolescent females, still clearly privilege this idea.  The very title of the A-
List series implies class because it references the fact that the wealthy main characters 
differentiate between themselves and the “A-minus” or “B-list” crowd, whom they look 
down upon for wearing “knock off” designer clothing copies.  The Gossip Girl series 
opens by introducing the main characters as the “chosen ones” who are “born to it–those 
of us who have everything anyone could possibly wish for and who take it all completely 
for granted” (p. 3, emphasis in original).  In each series, the wealthy characters are 
vividly contrasted with the “lower” classes (those who are not exceedingly rich, as 
evidenced by their lack of servants, chauffeurs, yachts, and vacation homes and their 
inability to purchase the most expensive products and services), who often strive to look 
like the fashionably attired upper-class, who, in turn, constantly update their fashions and 
choices of places to frequent to maintain their status.  Social status, measured in these 
books by friendship, is an important cultural norm of femininity.  However, popularity is 
a limited resource, and girls compete with one another to achieve top rankings. 
(Un)friendly Competition   
As the examples I have discussed thus far may have implied, competition between 
“friends” was extensive in all three series.  Friends could not be trusted as they strove to 
outshine one another through enhancing their appearances, while denigrating other girls’ 
appearances.   All three series plotlines revolve around two central heroines who build a 
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tenuous friendship as the series progress.  One heroine always surpasses the other in 
appearance, leaving both in a nonstop battle striving to maintain or attain a “perfect” 
appearance through consumption of branded products.  Blair was continuously jealous of 
her former best friend Serena in the Gossip Girl series.  For example, Blair envied 
Serena’s appearance in a designer dress and the attention it brought Serena: 
“Look at her,” Blair heard a woman say to her friend.  “Isn’t she beautiful?” 
Blair turned to look.  Of course it was Serena. 
[Serena] was wearing blue suede knee-high boots and a real Pucci dress.  Long 
sleeved with a high neck and a crystal beaded belt, in blues, oranges, and greens.  
It was super fantastic.  Her hair was pulled up in a high ponytail on top of her 
head and she was wearing pale blue eye shadow and creamy pink lipstick.  She 
smiled and waved at Blair … weaving her way through the crowd.  Blair watched 
the heads turn as she passed, and her stomach churned.  She was already sick of 
Serena, and she hadn’t even spoken to her yet. (Gossip Girl, p. 119) 
 
Blair, on the other hand, sat ignored “probably because Blair hadn’t bothered to dress up.  
She had worn her faded Earl jeans and a boring black sweater because she was only 
meeting Serena for a quick drink” (Gossip Girl, p. 118).  This passage emphasized the 
importance of having the latest looks, and, once again, the significance of appearance to 
crafting an idealized feminine identity.  Even though Earl jeans are referenced positively 
in other parts of the series, this pair was undesirable because it is old.  Blair’s sweater 
was “boring,” by implication because it is unbranded.  The narrative directly linked 
Blair’s clothing choices to the extent to which she was noticed.  Blair’s clothing was 
contrasted Serena’s “real” Pucci dress (because a less expensive imitation will not do), 
and her exquisitely styled hair and make-up, which drew admiring looks from women.  
Competition through appearance is portrayed as a natural element of female friendships.  
Similar conflicts between friends took place in the Clique and A-List series.  Plain 
Claire fruitlessly attempted to win the friendship of the well-heeled and beautiful Pretty 
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Committee leader, Massie, who regularly denigrated Claire in the Clique series.  The 
$450 Clé de Peau Beauté’s face-cream-using Samantha hostilely envied Anna after 
glimpsing her in La Perla lingerie thinking, “That Anna’s silk-and-lace chemise was 
stunningly beautiful wasn’t the problem.  It was how fabulous Anna looked in it that 
made Sam want to kill the bitch” (The A-List, p. 103).  This antagonism isn’t limited to 
just the two central protagonists in these novels.  Each series includes a circle of female 
friends and they all compete with the main heroines and one another.  Ultimately, this 
rivalry extends to competition over boyfriends, as I will discuss further later in this 
chapter.  So, while friendship is an important measure of social status in the three series, 
these friendships are regularly betrayed as girls’ strive to outshine one another.  As 
vividly demonstrated by Samantha’s wish to “kill the bitch” (The A-List, p. 103), Blair’s 
acute jealousy of seeing the attention Serena’s beauty brings her, or the Pretty Committee 
members throwing food at Claire because she wears inexpensive brands, female friends 
in these series seem to hate one another.  This hatred is also turned inwards.  Girls 
regularly disparage themselves, as well as others, for failing to meet an idealized 
appearance.  Regardless of how beautiful the girl, her look is enhanced through the use of 
particular goods.   
Small Expectations:  Ideal Female Bodies 
Caught [Isabel and Kati] in the 3 Guys Coffee Shop, eating fries and hot cocoa 
again.  They’d just returned those cute little dresses they bought at Bendel’s the 
other day–oh dear, are they getting too fat?  [They] were discussing other options 
for what to wear to the … party.  Too bad it’s not a toga party. (Gossip Girl, p. 82, 
emphasis in original) 
 
In her analysis of two popular teen romance series, Pecora (1999) found that 
heroines were young and slender.  These two attributes of ideal femininity have not 
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changed in the Alloy-developed series.  What has changed is how “slender” is defined 
and how this relates to various products.  As the quote above suggests, meeting societal 
feminine appearance norms requires more than just stylish clothes and cosmetics.  Girls 
are expected to be thin underneath those clothes as well.  While 67 brand names 
appearing in these series are food brand names, rarely did female characters eat these 
foods.  Other than diet foods or sugar substitutes such as “Splenda” and some candy 
Claire (wearer of the $15 Target bikini) ate, all the brand name foods in the series (e.g., 
Chef Boyardee, Kraft Macaroni and Cheese) were consumed by the male love interest 
characters.  However, at no point did any characters question why girls should desire to 
be thin.  In fact, all three series reinforce a narrowly defined ideal female body size. 
Striving for Zero in the A-List Series 
By far the most specific series regarding a desirable body size is the A-List series.  
In the books examined, exact clothing sizes were frequently referenced and degraded or 
wished for.  For example, Samantha labels her body’s “lack of perfection” as a “deadly 
sin” (American Beauty, p. 75).  How is a “lack of perfection” determined?  According to 
this series, Samantha’s size ten is unacceptable.  She is described as having “pudgy 
fingers” (The A-List, p. 41) and “fire-hydrant calves and fat ankles,” (The A-List, p. 47), 
and refers to herself as a “beached whale” (American Beauty, p. 189) with an “ass the 
size of New Jersey” (The A-List, p. 48).  To better understand what Samantha’s “whale” 
sized body looks like, see Figure 4 below.  At one point, Samantha is mistaken for the 
industry-dubbed “portly” Sara Rue, star of an ABC sitcom, who was reputed to be around 
a size ten (Oldenburg, 2002). 
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Figure 4:  Sara Rue promotional picture from ABC sitcom Less Than Perfect, accessed 
from http://tv.yahoo.com/less-than-perfect/show/28334/photos/1 on 7/22/07. 
 
Since perfection is the goal, the series gives readers some clues to the perfect 
body size.  Samantha’s “teensy” best friend Dee, after a supposed weight gain, shops for 
her Dolce & Gabbana dress at Ghost, an actual boutique “that was famous for carrying 
designer sizes in negative numbers–in other words, smaller than size zero” (American 
Beauty, p. 29).  According to the narrative, this ironically named store is famed for 
nothing more than selling designer clothing in extraordinarily tiny sizes. 
Samantha’s body size is pejoratively contrasted with the smaller bodies of her 
friends.  She attributed her crush’s interest in Anna to Anna’s small size, bemoaning, 
“She’s a size four at the most.  And she’s like three inches taller than me” (The A-List, p. 
68).  Earlier, Samantha jealously wishes that her “great-looking” friends, to whom she 
believed this boy would be more attracted, “rot in hell in their size-zero Earl jeans” (The 
A-List, p. 48).  The narrative links diminutive body size to appearing more attractive in 
designer clothing; which, in turn, attracts romantic partners.  Also, note how again the 
theme of competitiveness runs through these plot elements.   
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Gossip Girls Somewhere Over the Rainbow in a Size Two 
Although not as prevalent, the preference for small sizes related to brand names is also 
apparent in the Gossip Girl series.  Female protagonists’ specific clothing sizes were not 
revealed in the first book.  By the tenth book of series, readers learn that Blair was 
thrilled to be labeled a size two by Oscar de la Renta, who personally altered a suit from 
his line for Blair.  Just as readers were provided a real life example with which to 
compare Samantha’s body in the A-List series, Blair was compared to Judy Garland and 
Audrey Hepburn.  When she was introduced to Oscar de la Renta, Blair felt as if she was 
in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy met the good witch, “except that Blair wasn’t nearly 
as fat as Judy Garland.  She was a size two!” (Nothing Can Keep Us Together, p. 96, 
emphasis in original).  Throughout the series, Blair attempted to look and speak like 
Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.  To see how “fat” Judy Garland appeared in 
The Wizard of Oz and how gaunt Audrey Hepburn looked in Breakfast at Tiffany’s, see 
Figure 5.  Plotlines in Gossip Girl and the A-List series provide ever-decreasing body 
sizes as ideal. 
Given the theme of competition running through the series, readers might expect 
that Blair would be excited to learn that Serena was a size four.  However, when Serena 
arrived at graduation wearing the same Oscar de la Renta suit, Blair despaired, “because 
Serena was practically a foot taller than Blair and they both weighed the same, [the suit] 
looked even better on Serena” (Nothing Can Keep Us Together, p. 166).  Fortunately for 
Blair, Serena changed out of the suit.  Thus, although wearing the same outfit, Blair 
remained secure in how attractive she appeared to her boyfriend.  Through these and 
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other similar scenarios in the A-List and Gossip Girl series, small sizes, brand names, and 
feminine desirability are narratively paired.   
Figure 5: Judy Garland in The Wizard of Oz accessed from 
http://thewizardofoz.warnerbros.com/movie/img/photos/photo15.jpg on 8-18-2007 and 
Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s from www.imdb.com accessed on 8-21-2007. 
   
Thin Ideal in the Clique Series 
Although the Clique books examined do not focus as strongly on a specific body 
size per se, they too portray extremely slender as desirable.  “Model beautiful” (Dial L 
for Loser, p. 112), Pretty Committee leader Massie’s body itself is rarely described, but 
readers do get an idea of her small frame after her dog licked the Chanel No. 19 off of her 
“thin wrist” (The Clique, p. 4) and she wore a string bikini with “barely-there bottoms” 
(Dial L for Loser, p. 221).  Similarly, fellow Pretty Committee member, Alicia, was so 
frail that her “thin arm looked like it was about to snap under the weight of a cluttered 
charm bracelet” (The Clique, p. 33).  Just as Samantha of the A-List series was compared 
negatively to her smaller friends, so too is another Pretty Committee member, Dylan.  
Dylan eats regularly in uncouth ways.  She was described as looking like “a girl who’d 
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grown up milking cows or churning butter on a farm,” who was at least “two inches taller 
and wider” than Massie and Alicia (The Clique, p. 37).  Dylan diets throughout both 
books analyzed, and her Zone weight loss plan or Zone foods are referenced five times in 
the first book.  Like Samantha, Dylan criticized her body, calling herself a “pig” (The 
Clique, p. 98).  However, just as Samantha used her wealth to purchase an improved 
appearance in the A-List books, Dylan bought her way to social acceptability through 
clothing, cosmetics, and beauty treatments at the spa.  Because of this and her celebrity 
mother, she is a member of the Pretty Committee, although a lower status one. 
Slender Bodies in Designer Clothes 
Just as social status is linked to purchases of particular products, the desirability 
of female characters’ bodies is closely related to being able to wear the best (meaning 
expensive and often branded) clothing.  Since Dylan was carrying the extra two inches, 
she discarded her new, unworn $300 cashmere sweater because it made her “look fat” 
(The Clique, p. 93). Despite her size two frame, Blair forced herself to throw up to 
maintain her figure in the first Gossip Girl book, and her bulimia is treated casually in the 
narrative.  Samantha longed for “a waist as tiny as the latest supermodel on the cover of 
Cosmo” (The A-List, p. 104), which would likely give her the ability to fit into those 
“size-zero Earl jeans” (The A-List, p. 48).   Samantha’s friends mocked another girl, who 
was “built like an Oakland Raider” for trying on “Zippy Balenciaga by Niolas 
Ghesquière” boots at Ghost because she had fat legs (American Beauty, p. 30).  Just how 
fat any girl’s legs could be if she shops at a store specializing in sizes smaller than zero is 
questionable!  In these series, the pressure to maintain a slender appearance is strong, 
and, at times, met through extreme measures.  Buying the correct appearance influences 
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another significant area of female characters’ lives:  their romantic and sexual 
relationships.  I turn to those next. 
You Can Buy Love:  Commodification of Romance and Sexuality 
“Thank Gawd for spray tans.”  Massie beamed after checking her reflection in the 
brass knocker on Conner’s front door.  “Rate me?” 
“Nine-eight,” Alicia licked her lips.  “Me?” 
“Same,” Massie lied.  Her purple eyelet Betsey Johnson halter dress, white ankle 
socks, and BCBG wedges were way more eye-catching than Alicia’s white, toga-
inspired sarong and gold lace-up sandals. (Dial L for Loser, p. 216) 
 
Throughout all three series, clothing and cosmetics were meticulously described 
in scenes of both important and mundane interactions.  However, one area in which they 
were particularly important was romantic and sexual relationships.  Like other texts for 
adolescent girls, these novels linked femininity to romance and to being sexually 
desirable to males.  As I noted in Chapter Two, Gilbert and Taylor (1991) found that teen 
romance narratives linked femininity to “romantic inscription of [the heroine’s] bodies 
for male approval” (p. 92) to obtain a boyfriend.  In Gilbert and Taylor’s study, inscribing 
the body meant wearing attractive clothes and cosmetics.  This connection of appearance 
to femininity and the ability to attain or maintain a romantic relationship also was 
pronounced in all three series that I examined.   
 Attracting a boyfriend is tightly linked to clothing and, unlike in previous studies 
of teen romance novels, often to particular brands. In addition, female characters not only 
use specific types of makeup, but some also engage in various forms of body 
modification not reported in earlier analyses. 
Dressing for Success 
As indicated by the opening quote from the Clique series in this section, clothes 
are an important way that girls win boys’ affection and differentiate themselves from 
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other girls who compete for desirable males.  In the scene from which I took the quote, 
the girls are visiting Conner, a teen movie star, who has invited them to his mansion so he 
can choose which one he wishes to pursue romantically.  The girls’ competitive dressing 
emphasizes how important their garments are in this fight for Conner’s affection (which 
becomes a literal brawl between the girls in the pool later in the story).   
In an earlier prospective romantic relationship, Massie “hated herself for not 
having worn her more flattering brown pants” when she met Chris and remembers once 
reading in “Teen Vogue, ‘Always try to look your best because you never know who 
you’ll run into’” (The Clique, p. 20).  To remedy this error, she spent a week picking out 
an outfit for their next outing to ride horses together and found that  “her custom-made 
evergreen riding jacket and her Hermés riding crop gave her that extra confidence she 
needed” (The Clique, p.116).  Later, in her continued “battle” to win Chris’ affection, 
Massie contemplated shoe choices for a party Chris was attending:  “Jimmy Choo high-
heel mules, Miu Miu wedgies, Calvin flats, Jimmy Choo sandals, DKNY stiletto boots, or 
the Marc Jacobs pumps?  Jimmy Choo high-heel mules, of course.  It was important for 
Chris to see her in something sexy instead of the sporty outfits she always wore riding” 
(The Clique, p. 201).  These plot elements emphasize the importance of always being 
ready for a romantic relationship by being dressed nicely and, once again, emphasize 
more expensive options such as “custom-made” clothing and designer labels to enhance 
self-assurance.  This poise comes not from the inside, but from the clothing and 
accessories on the outside.  Also, implicit in the excerpt about shoe selection is the idea 
that seventh grader Massie must strive for sexual allure as part of her gambit to interest 
Chris in a romantic relationship. 
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Interestingly, Massie’s strategies did not work in this instance.  In fact, Chris 
arrived at the party with a “perfect-looking blonde dressed in head to toe Calvin,” whose 
“perfect Clean and Clear commercial skin” glows (The A-List, p. 203).  Like Samantha’s 
unending quest to be beautiful, Massie is forced continually to experiment with new 
clothes and accessories in the attempt to find the winning combination (in this case, 
apparently Calvin Klein rather than Jimmy Choo).  Female characters must seek out the 
next purchase that will help them arrive closer to perfection, which they use to gain the 
attention of their crushes.   
 The need to be prepared does not just apply to outerwear.  In The A-List, Anna 
increased her date’s (and other boys present) sexual attraction to her when a female rival 
“accidentally” ripped her Oscar de la Renta dress from Anna’s body in a tragic stiletto 
heel meets hem incident, which exposed Anna’s lacy La Perla lingerie to all at the party.  
To her date’s delight and to Samantha’s envy, Anna wore the lingerie set for the rest of 
the evening, which facilitated several plot developments.  Similarly, Blair felt compelled 
to disrobe at her graduation party after a “waiflike girl” appeared in the same Oscar de la 
Renta outfit that Blair was wearing (and Serena had recently changed out of!).   Blair 
wore “her totally see-through cream-colored Cosabella camisole” (Nothing Can Keep Us 
Together, p. 185) that she donned in preparation for sex with her boyfriend later.  In all 
three series, scenarios such as these demonstrate that the right clothing is integral to 
attracting and keeping a boyfriend, in spite of (and to spite) female rivals.   
Cosmetics 
Cosmetics and spa treatments are also important in the missions of obtaining 
boyfriends and creating sexual allure.  When preparing for her first sexual encounter with 
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her boyfriend, Blair brushed her hair and put on “Urban Decay Gash” (Gossip Girl, p. 36, 
emphasis in original) lip gloss for “instant irresistibility” (Gossip Girl, p. 132).  Fellow 
Gossip Girl characters Jenny and Vanessa also used lip gloss to attract boys.  Ninth-
grader Jenny believed she would improve her look as a “dangerous, slutty sex goddess” if 
she added a “pair of kitten heels, a thong and some Chanel Vamp” lip gloss to 
complement her black dress (Gossip Girl, p. 151).  In a different scene, Vanessa also 
applied Vamp lip gloss, decided it “made her big brown eyes look even bigger,” and 
hoped it would draw the attention of her crush (Gossip Girl, p. 170). 
Lip gloss is important in the Clique series as well.  Not only do the girls wear a 
variety of actual brand name glosses, but they also wear a fictional one with a significant 
name:  Glossip Girl.  Glossip Girl is referenced five times in Dial L for Loser, including 
when Massie quickly smears it on to improve her appearance before talking with her 
boyfriend in an “Ichat” over their Mac computers.  The similarities between this lip gloss 
name and Alloy’s other book line, Gossip Girl, seems unlikely to be a coincidence.  
However, as romantic relationships play a smaller role in the Clique series, many times 
when girls smear on Glossip Girl, or any other brand of cosmetics, it is to impress one 
another rather than any boys. 
Perhaps the most obvious example of using cosmetics and spa treatments in 
pursuit of romance takes place in the A-List series, as Samantha attempts to win back the 
affections of her angry boyfriend, Eduardo, through a concentrated acquisition campaign.  
This successful attempt to buy back her boyfriend includes a number of extreme 
purchases including sending him 100 Verizon cell phones that would only dial her 
number, having a gourmet restaurant deliver him dinner and a life-size cardboard cutout 
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of herself to serve as a dining companion, and spending the day at Le Petite Retreat Day 
Spa.  Samantha explicitly noted the connection between improving her appearance and 
regaining Eduardo’s love thinking:  “Every woman looked more beautiful after a spa day.  
It was absolutely crucial that [she] look her best to carry out her mission [to win Eduardo 
back]” (American Beauty, p. 75).  (Not surprisingly, Samantha supplemented this spa day 
strategy with carefully chosen outfits with an array of designer names for whenever she 
might meet Eduardo.) 
The Le Petite Retreat Day Spa trip is described in great detail, including the 
application of 3D Lashes (see Figure 6) as a substitute for wearing mascara.  Samantha’s 
“lash technician” explained how 3D Lashes were applied and maintained and showed her 
the array of available lash colors.  Afterwards, Samantha decided her new lashes “would 
look great for … Operation Eduardo.  She was going to bat these eyelashes back into his 
life if it was the last thing she did” (American Beauty, p. 83).  As with the other 
characters described here, a clear connection is made between the products Samantha 
purchases, her appearance, and her romantic relationships.   
Figure 6: 3D Eyelashes glued to existing lashes, picture accessed from http://www.pmas-
inc.com/category_s/39.htm on 7-22-07. 
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What the text fails to mention is the cost and time necessary to obtain eyelash 
extensions.  According to Le Petite Retreat Day Spa’s website, eyelash extension 
treatments start at $250 and must be updated at least every two months for the bargain 
rate of around $150 (Le Petite Retreat Day Spa, 2007).  Each false eyelash is glued one at 
a time onto existing eyelashes, a procedure that runs over an hour for the first application 
(Le Petite Retreat Day Spa, 2007).  So in order to achieve a more “natural” look than the 
one achieved through applying mascara, Samantha would spend around $1,000 in a year 
and many hours in a spa chair.  This commitment represents the new lengths female 
protagonists engage in order to achieve the perfect look to draw male interest.  Other 
female characters take this mission further by altering their bodies in more fundamental 
ways. 
Body Modifications 
Another significant difference between previous teen romance novels and those 
examined for this study is the extent to which characters engage in changing the 
appearance of their bodies.   While past studies have found heroines passively waiting for 
a boy’s kiss (Christian-Smith, 1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991), girls in the Gossip Girl and 
the A-List series assertively pursue sexual relations by purchasing various body 
modifications.9  Since the girls in the Clique series never go beyond “lip kissing” their 
boyfriends, they rely on less extensive measures to increase sexual allure than the girls in 
the other two series.   
                                                 
9
 Although girls are aggressive in setting up the circumstances for their sexual encounters, in most cases, 
they are subsequently passive during these encounters.  As with earlier studies (Christian-Smith, 1994; 
Gilbert & Taylor, 1991), generally the boys in this series are expected to control sexual encounters.  The 
girls are engaging in more extensive preparations of their bodies. 
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For instance, high school senior Cammie upgraded her already beautiful 
appearance:  “Cammie had bee-stung lips and deep-set honey-colored eyes.  Naturally 
slender, her legs went on forever.  True, she’d purchased the 34C breasts and had her 
ordinary brown hair chemically transformed into that riot of fiery curls, but so what?  The 
total package screamed goddess” (The A-List, p. 69, emphasis in original).  Once again, 
the need for multiple changes (meaning multiple purchases) is assumed, even though 
Cammie was already considered beautiful without changes.  Cammie’s surgically 
enhanced breasts were positively referenced regularly in the series.  (Another example 
appears in the opening quote of this chapter.)  Cammie’s desirability was emphasized 
when Anna jealously wondered if her date would be attracted to Cammie, who was 
“luscious in a way that made Anna feel prepubescent” (The A-List, p. 75).  Thus, like 
clothing, plastic surgery is represented as another way to compete against other girls for 
boyfriends. 
Although not as radical as surgery, fellow A-Lister, Dee, got her nipples pierced 
in the hope of impressing her crush during a desired “hook-up in one of the changing 
rooms at Fred Segal” (The A-List, p. 58).  Not surprisingly given the narrative 
development of female competition in this series, the love interest which Cammie, Anna, 
Dee, and Samantha all tried to impress with their appearances in the first A-List book is 
the same boy.   
Like Dee, Gossip Girl’s Blair also focused on enhancing the appearance of an 
erogenous zone by purchasing Brazilian bikini waxes at J. Sisters salon on two occasions 
to prepare for planned sexual encounters.  The narrator emphasized the importance of this 
endeavor:  “Ouch. But believe me, it’s worth it” (Gossip Girl, p. 82).  The narrator’s 
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commentary highlights the importance of enduring not just monetary expenditures, but 
personal discomfort in the pursuit of sexual attractiveness.  Note also how the previous 
two examples weave brand names into descriptions of body altering procedures.   
Both Cammie and Samantha had plastic surgery in the A-List series, and the 
Gossip Girl series mentions it as a common procedure undergone (or rumored to have 
been undergone) by minor characters with which the heroines interact.  Even the Clique 
series includes a scene in which Claire is surprised to meet a young woman who has not 
had breast implants.  Although the connection between bodily change and romantic 
advantage is not always as clear as the examples above, given cultural norms associating 
the purpose of female attractiveness (especially young women’s) for the pleasure and 
attraction of male partners, the purpose of these changes is implicit.   
Buying Femininity and Identity 
Overall, the Alloy-produced narratives examined create explicit connections 
between femininity and consumption, especially consumption of branded products.  Even 
goods that readers may not be interested in or be able to afford are significant because 
they reinforce the desirability of brand names, particularly those associated with 
expensive lifestyles.  The numerous brands that heroines use create a “consumption 
constellation” linking particular brands with desirable social roles and cultural norms of 
femininity.  The three emergent themes explored in this chapter linked consumption with 
female character’s (a) social status; (b) need for a thin body; and (c) increased romantic 
and sexual desirability.  These themes often worked in conjunction with and 
complimented one another. 
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 For instance, popularity and acceptance or rejection by peers were linked to 
product use and petite body sizes.  In addition, clothing, accessories, and cosmetics, 
particularly branded ones, were vital to the pursuit and development of heroines’ 
romantic relationships.  However, success was never assured, and never permanently 
achieved, so continued consumption was necessary to maintain attractiveness, popularity, 
and love.   
 The Clique series for younger adolescent girls and the Gossip Girl and A-List 
series for older adolescent females share similar saturation of brand name products.  
Although products played a role in social status for all three series, they were particularly 
prominent in the Clique books marketed towards nine- to twelve-year-old girls.  Given 
the enormous influence and pressure peers are beginning to exert at this time in their lives 
(Pipher, 1994), this is hardly surprising.  The two series for older teens, particularly the 
A-List, focused more explicitly on body size.  All three series included “friends” who 
competed, sometimes viciously, against one another to gain social status and boyfriends.  
Finally, all three series focused on cosmetics and clothing as a route to romance, although 
only the A-List series included more extreme changes like plastic surgery to create sexual 
allure as a primary plot device.   
 Overall, these narratives worked to validate the pleasures and benefits of 
consumption, even when that consumption may be expensive or painful.  In previous 
studies of teen romance novels, researchers found that the novels focused primarily on 
the romantic relationship between a girl and a boy (Christian-Smith, 1988, 1994; Gilbert 
& Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991), and showed that heroines’ must engage in romantic 
relationships to grow from girl to woman (Christian-Smith, 1988).  Numerous researchers 
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of texts created for adolescents have criticized the texts’ patriarchal portrayal of girls’ 
lives as centrally focused on heterosexual romance (Carpenter, 1998; Christian-Smith 
1988, 1994; Durham, 1996; Garner et al., 1998; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; Pecora, 1999).  
The central finding of this study is that more recent texts for adolescent females have 
departed from this narrative focus.  While romance still remains an important aspect of 
the heroines’ lives, the overriding purpose is consumption in order to live a fulfilling, 
happy life.  Heroines no longer “become women” through romance, they become 
feminine through consumption.  This shift has important implications, and I turn to those 
next. 
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
(UN)BRANDED IDENTITIES: MARKETING STRATEGIES, CULTURAL NORMS, 
AND DISRUPTION  
 
I don’t need to be told what … hairstyle is the most fashionable, what brand of 
clothes is the coolest.  I need to know that every minute of every day I am being 
colonized, manipulated and ignored, and that minute by minute I am doing this to 
others who are not shining white and middle class.  There’s a system of abuse 
here.  I need to know what part I’m playing in it.   (Doza, 2001, p. 43). 
 
Christine Doza, zine creator 
Kilbourne (1999) stated, “because we think advertising is silly and trivial, we are 
less on guard, less critical, than we might be otherwise be” (p. 27).  Interestingly, the 
word “advertising” can easily be replaced with “teen romance novels,” and the sentence 
remains accurate for many.  Now, both marketing and teen romantic fiction are working 
in concert.  In this final chapter, I explore the implications of this partnership.  First, I 
reflect on this work and position myself as a researcher.  Next, I review product 
placement and marketing strategies at work in the texts I studied.  Following, I discuss 
how discourses related to femininity and consumption that circulate in Western culture 
complement themes appearing in the Alloy-produced novels.  I conclude with potential 
routes for resistance and emancipation. 
Research as a Socially Influenced Process 
Traditionally, scientists were thought of as objectively and dispassionately 
observing phenomena and then reporting “the truth” discovered. Feminist researchers 
questioned this objectivist model.  Haraway (1988) called for “critical positioning,” to
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redefine scientific objectivity to acknowledge how researchers’ positions of privilege and 
subjugation affect how they see the world, frame research, and interpret findings.  As 
Smith (2004) asserted, “The only way of knowing a socially constructed world is 
knowing it from within.  We can never stand outside it” (p. 28).  
At its core, this study offers an analysis of how cultural norms of femininity are 
(re)produced in and through particular teen romance novels.  While developing this 
analysis, I relied upon my own understanding of “femininity,” which has been shaped by 
feminist scholarship and my social standing as a white, upper-middle class, thirty-
something, heterosexual woman.   Typically, researchers studying femininity have 
examined a variety of practices and social roles that are widely considered to represent an 
idealized woman.  For instance, Kilbourne (1999) focused on women’s representations in 
advertising in relation to their use of cosmetics, enacting particular body postures and 
facial expressions, and their roles as mothers and romantic partners.   
On identifying “femininity,” Smith (1988) stated, “The concept itself is 
implicated in the social construction of the phenomena it appears to describe, assembling 
a miscellaneous collection of instances apparently lacking coherence other than which it 
supplies.  Its descriptive use relies on our background and ordinary knowledge of 
everyday practices, which are the source and original of these instances.  We just know 
what we are talking about” (p. 37).  Obviously, I have used my own experiences and 
studies to construct what femininity means to me.  This is not a naïve or non-reflexive 
understanding of gender, but it is grounded in my lived experiences within Western 
culture and my studies and research as a feminist.  Therefore, I believe the cultural norms 
of femininity I discuss in this work and that I used to frame my research and analysis 
represent widely held norms for females in Western culture.  However, socio-economic 
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class, race-ethnicity, sexuality, and a variety of other factors influence how these norms 
are experienced, or if they are experienced at all.  I do not claim that this study has 
exhaustively categorized all ways in which femininity and consumption were linked in 
the Alloy-produced novels examined.  Rather, I offer this as a contribution to the ongoing 
discussion of how unnoted artifacts work to (re)produce particular cultural practices and 
values. 
Decoding the Texts 
Hall (1980) defined “codes,” as socially constructed, when widely understood 
meanings are associated with a sign.  Therefore, understanding codes within a text 
requires cultural knowledge to “fill in” the normative meaning(s).  As Smith (1988) 
stated, “Not everything that a text says is in the text” (p. 45).  For example, I interpreted 
particular “codes” when the A-List’s Cammie is first introduced:  “[Cammie’s] signature 
‘I-just-got-out-of-bed’ strawberry blond locks fell halfway down her back, looking 
stunning against her pale green Balenciaga leather corset dress.  She did a three-sixty to 
show off the velvet ribbons that laced down to the top of her perfect, heart-shaped 
behind” (The A-List, p. 69).  I interpreted the “‘I-just-got-out-of-bed’ strawberry blond 
locks” and the “leather corset” dress as subtle references to a uninhibited sexuality, based 
on my cultural understandings of unbound, messy hair (particularly blonde hair) and 
leather lingerie (even though incorporated into a dress) as a sign of sexual openness.  In 
addition, I understood having a “perfect, heart-shaped behind” was an important sign of 
attractiveness and that wearing a designer gown signified that Cammie belongs to a 
higher socio-economic class.  In turn, I used these understandings to guide my coding and 
eventual identification of themes within the novels. 
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A potential weakness in this method is that I could have missed encoded 
meanings that did not resonate with my understandings of femininity.  My own 
background and beliefs may have predisposed me to notice particular story elements and 
characterizations over others.  These books were developed for tween and teen girls, a 
demographic of which I am not a member.  For instance, after numerous readings of the 
texts, I noticed this pattern: when girls interacted with boys they liked, they were 
described as fighting the urge to urinate.  For example, scenarios like the following 
involving seventh-grade heroine Massie initially escaped my notice: 
“Those are some hot pants you’ve got there, babygirl.”  Conner rubbed the back 
of his hand along the edge of Massie’s thigh.   
“Why, thank you.”  Massie fought the sudden urge to pee. (Dial L for Loser, p. 
131) 
 
Eventually, I realized that “pee” was code for the heroines’ physiological response of 
sexual arousal.  Young readers may not feel comfortable with or be able to identify their 
bodies’ sexual arousal, so writers may have selected this way of describing the feeling.  
In addition, my socialization in a culture that does not recognize that girls, particularly 
young ones, have sexual urges may have contributed to my initial inattention to this 
pattern.  Therefore, I represent this work as a partial understanding of femininity and its 
links to consumption in these texts.  Nonetheless, using “strong objectivity” (Harding, 
1991), I attempted to create a robust, well-documented analysis. 
Harding (1991) described “strong objectivity” as a systematic and thorough 
evaluation of phenomena conducted by researchers who position themselves within their 
research.  Through repeated reading of these texts, careful comparisons of codes and 
themes to look for consistency and contradictions within, and writing memos of my 
impressions of the material about why I had developed those interpretations, I strove to 
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achieve strong objectivity.  But, as Haraway (1988) asserted, “translation is always 
interpretive, critical, and partial” (p. 589).  Thus, I offer this analysis as a contribution, 
bounded by my background, experiences, and studies, to ongoing feminist work that 
identifies and challenges cultural norms that impede equality.  Other analyses are 
possible and they would likely add to and complement mine rather than challenging it.  I 
turn to a discussion of marketing strategies within the Alloy produced novels examined 
next. 
Product Placement and Branding Strategies 
One important focus of this work is its examination of how product placement is 
being used in a new way, moving from the traditional realm of visual media to print.  In 
an article advocating product placement as the “ideal vehicle for suggesting new 
associations between self-concept and consumption practices,” Hackley and Tiwsakul 
(2006, p. 70) chillingly stated, “Consumption is a major site within which consumers 
negotiate dilemmas of identity:  the question ‘who am I and how can I represent my 
identity in a way which others will recognize?’ is resolved into the question ‘what shall I 
consume?’”  Advertisers answer this question by linking goods and services, and more 
specifically particular brands, with social roles and values. 
Product placement in Alloy-developed novels represents lifestyle branding, a 
form of marketing that gained increasing prevalence beginning in the 1980s (Klein, 
1999).  In this form of marketing, “the product always takes a back seat to the real 
product, the brand [italics added]” (Klein, 1999, p. 20).  Rather than focusing on benefits 
of the product or service, the brand becomes associated with particular experience or way 
of living.  Thus, choosing Jimmy Choo or Keds becomes less about the functionality or 
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even the appearance of a particular pair of shoes.  Rather, the image or connotative 
meaning associated with the brand name becomes key, serving as an expression of 
identity for both the wearer and observers.   
Lifestyle branding is apparent from themes in the three series studied for this 
research.  The themes differ in significant ways from those found in previous studies of 
romantic fiction. As I stated in Chapter Two, heroines’ identities were formed in relation 
to boyfriends as they “became women” through romance (Christian-Smith, 1988), and 
heterosexual romance was the overwhelming priority in heroines’ lives (Christian-Smith, 
1988, 1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991; Pecora, 1999).  In Alloy romance 
series, plotlines moved away from heterosexual romance as primary focus of heroines’ 
lives to focus on continuous (re)creation and expression of self through consumption, 
which, in turn, elevated popularity and romantic relationships.  In previously studied 
romantic fiction, acting in traditionally feminine ways, looking pretty, or possibly buying 
one pair of (unbranded) jeans was enough to attract a boy’s interest (Christian-Smith, 
1988, 1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991; Pecora, 1999).  Now, consumption 
of branded goods and services is directly linked to causing increased or decreased social 
status, finding romance, and mastering femininity.  Heroines are not concerned with 
becoming women at all (through romance or otherwise); rather they celebrate perpetual 
youthful femininity achieved through extensive beautification routines involving 
cosmetics, dress, plastic surgery, and trips to the spa.   
If these romance novels were the only places that readers encountered the 
message that femininity, indeed identity itself, is constructed through consumption then it 
would not be important especially.  However, the storylines and characters fit within 
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larger cultural discourses, which help to create normalcy and desirability of particular 
views of how girls and women should exist within our society.  As Kilbourne (1999) 
stated, representations of females in advertising represent “another grain of sand in a 
slowly accumulating and vast sand pile” (p. 27) of cultural norms of femininity.  
Therefore, it is important to critically evaluate the tactics Alloy uses to market products 
and services within its fiction.  As I will explain next, these themes work congruently 
with other hegemonic social discourses of femininity, and girls’ enactment of these 
norms.   
Examining Gossip Girl, A-List, and Clique Series within Culture 
The moment of identity in the texts analyzed for this study both reflects and 
(re)produces idealized models of femininity in Western society.  In this sense, the books 
perform ideological work:  they promote a culture of consumption that normalizes the 
highest levels of upper-class lifestyle, where buying is promoted as a virtue, competitive 
advantage, and route to selfhood.  Croteau and Hoynes (1997) stated that sophisticated 
media analyses look for patterns repeating across texts and situate them within a broader 
cultural context.  Themes identified in this study correspond to cultural discourses and 
real girls’ practices linking consumption, femininity, social status, and romance.   
The Self as a Body Project 
Marketers work to connect female appearance with consumption and core 
American values.  For instance, Kilbourne (1999) identified how consumption is 
connected with the “American Dream.”  The American Dream is founded upon the idea 
that if you work hard enough, you can transform your life.  However, Kilbourne (1999) 
asserted that now the transformation is possible through buying particular products.  The 
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American Dream also includes ideas of autonomy and personal achievement.  Cronin 
(2000, p. 273) stated that people regard themselves as an “individualised project in which 
the self is both subject and object,” in which the ultimate expression of selfhood is 
creation of “inner authenticity” through consumption.   
The self as project is particularly important for girls in a culture that links 
worthiness and desirability to female appearance.  Pecora and Mazzarella (1999) argued 
that a girl’s self-concept is “intricately linked” with her appearance as “our culture 
inundates girls with messages that their bodies are their voices–their identities” (p. 2).   
Brumberg (1997) found that this is a new understanding.  By examining girls’ diaries 
from the 1800s and forward, Brumberg (1997) determined relatively recent phenomena 
included girls who scrutinized their appearance and who developed “sexual allure” 
through clothing, cosmetics, and dieting as ways of finding future husbands.  Girls’ 
evaluations of their self-worth shifted from judging abilities and character in the 1800’s 
to evaluating their appearance by the early twentieth century.  By the 1920s, girls 
regarded this “body project” as key to creating an idealized femininity to attract a 
romantic partner (Brumberg, 1997).  However, over time, the body project has required 
increasingly stringent and complicated practices.   
Small waists and big breasts.  Alloy-developed teen romance novels are not the 
only place where a small body size is linked with social and sexual desirability.  Hesse-
Biber (2006) stated that the slenderness is so valued in Western society, girls and women 
across a range of socio-economic classes and race-ethnicities engage in a “cult of 
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thinness.” 10  In a study of middle school girls from a range of socio-economic and race-
ethnicity backgrounds, Durham (1999) found that girls actively used mass media to 
identify thin, female models and entertainers they admired, discussed them at school, 
attempted to meet these ideals themselves, and criticized other girls who did not.  
Durham (1999) argued, girls’ “uses of the media were more than discursive:  
consumption of the necessary products that openly established their acceptance and 
understanding of [hetero]sexual norms was a necessary part of peer interaction.  Thus, 
socialization into femininity was linked to the multimillion dollar fashion, beauty, and 
diet industries that thrive on women consumers” (p. 212).     
Like heroines in the novels examined for this study, actual girls narrowly defined 
an ideal feminine body.  Brumberg (1997) reported that girls despised themselves when 
they perceived their bodies (or potions of their bodies) as too heavy or untoned.  Girls 
believed that a slender body would increase their popularity and vigilantly dieted, while 
recording their weight and measurements as they attempted to attain ever-decreasing 
sizes (Brumberg, 1997).  While surveying older adolescents, Hesse-Biber (2006) found 
that 95% of female study participants wanted to lose weight and over 75% were actively 
dieting at the time of the survey. 
Alloy novels (re)produce other female body norms as well.  Brumberg (1997) 
documented a “mammary fixation” among girls beginning in the 1950s, when busty stars 
like Jayne Masnfield and Marilyn Monroe became popular.  As a middle-school girl in 
the 1980s, I remember my friends and I chanting, “We must, we must, we must increase 
our busts.  The bigger, the better, the tighter the sweaters, the boys depend on us.”  Now, 
                                                 
10
 Previously, a thin body ideal primarily was associated with white girls and women.  However, 
increasingly, researchers are finding women of color in the United States are integrating these norms into 
their evaluations of their bodies (Hesse-Biber, 2006). 
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just as female characters within the Alloy-produced series did, girls who “must increase 
their busts” turn to new options if they are not satisfied with their natural shape.  In her 
analysis of consumer culture and teens, Quart (2003) found that some girls began 
contemplating breast enhancement surgery at 13 years-old.  Quart stated that plastic 
surgery has become naturalized for middle- and upper class girls.  Girls admire the 
slender, busty models used to sell products and desire not only to own the products, but 
the body as well.  For example, a 16-year-old girl preparing to have breast implants stated 
she wanted to have the surgery to “correct” her breasts (Quart, 2003).  In order to give 
herself a high school “graduation present” of $7,000 breast implants, another girl reported 
working part time after school, saving her allowance and monetary gifts from relatives, 
and charging up her credit card (Quart, 2003).   
These are not isolated events.  The Washington Post reported that an increasing 
number of teenage girls receive breast implants as birthday and graduation gifts, 
sometimes in combination with liposuction, tummy tucks, or a nose job (Boodman, 
2004).  In 2003, the American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery reported over 11,000 
girls under 18 received breast implants (Boodman, 2004) and in 2006, more than 9,000 
breast augmentation procedures were completed on 18- and 19-year-olds (Lloyd, 2007).  
Girls’ reasons that appeared in newspaper articles and Quart’s work for undergoing 
plastic surgery bear remarkable similarities:  girls report satisfaction with their 
appearance being on par with women they see pictured in mass media (particularly 
women photographed nude) and feeling more confident sexually and socially when their 
cup size increases (Boodman, 2004; Lloyd, 2007; Quart, 2003).  Characters and plotlines 
in Alloy-produced romance series normalizing plastic surgery are one of many social 
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discourses that link meanings between the disparate ideas of breast size, social 
acceptability, and sexual attractiveness. 
Clothing and cosmetics.  Of course, there are other ways to attempt to meet the 
cultural norms of beauty stressed in these novels and Western culture.  Alloy-produced 
novels (re)produce the idea that clothing and cosmetics are necessary for an idealized 
feminine appearance, which improves social status and the potential for romance.  Some 
teen girls’ everyday practices reflect these norms.  In an extensive research project 
involving 800 nine- to seventeen-year-old boys and girls, Buckingham and Bragg (2004) 
found that girls engaged in elaborate beauty routines including dress, hairstyling, and 
make-up application to get ready for school.  Their female participants made explicit 
links between love, sex, and relationships, stating these had “a lot to do with clothes” (p. 
81).  Girls worked after school and saved allowances to buy clothing and make-up 
(Christian-Smith, 1993; Quart, 2003).  Overall, this disposable income is substantial.  For 
example, Seventeen magazine estimates that girls spend 9.3 billion on cosmetics and skin 
products annually (Quart, 2003).  However, not just any clothing or cosmetics will do.   
Girls interviewed in Quart’s (2003) work eerily echoed the importance of 
expensive brand name goods, as if they had walked off the pages of an Alloy romance 
novel.  A sixth-grade girl named Amy recounted that girls in her class carefully checked 
the labels on a classmate’s Kate Spade bag and mocked her when they determined it 
wasn’t genuine.  This wouldn’t be a problem for Amy, however. She had already 
discarded her Kate Spade handbag in the fifth grade because she was worried it was out 
of style.  Seventeen-year-old Laurie worked 4 hours a day to spend $250 per month on 
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clothing to keep up with her wealthier peers.  Based on her interviews, Quart (2003) 
concluded:   
The heavy-duty marketing from the cradle onward has warped the social lives of 
today’s teenagers and exacerbated caste snobbery in the classrooms.  The standard 
“pretty and popular” refrain has changed.  Now teens judge one another more for 
the brands they wear and how much money they or their families have.  Girls 
ranging from Brooklyn Jamaican Americans to suburban princess to Christian 
Midwesterners told me that if they wear “scrubby” nonbrand clothes to their 
urban private schools or suburban or inner-city public schools, they know they 
will be shunted into the out group. (p. 14)   
 
While which is perceived as the “correct” brand may vary across different socio-
economic, race, and ethnic groups, the overall focus remains the same.  Appearance is an 
important way that peers judge girls’ worthiness and social status.  Furthermore, branded 
products play an important role in constructing appearance which, in turn, is linked to 
developing friendships and romantic relationships. 
Competition and bullying.  Finally, like the heroines in the Alloy romances 
studied, real girls report competing with and bullying one another based on the shape of 
their bodies (Goodwin, 2002; Simmons, 2002), and their clothing (Simmons, 2002), 
particularly brands of clothing and accessories (Quart, 2003).  Girls competed with one 
another for romantic relationships (Simmons, 2002).  In fact, some middle school girls 
specifically sought out clothing to announce this intention, favoring t-shirts proclaiming, 
“Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful.  Hate me because your boyfriend thinks I am” 
(Lamb & Brown, 2006, p. 44).  The creation of self through consumption is not only an 
important manner of shaping identity and femininity, but also of creating a better version 
of femininity than others in order to achieve higher levels of social status and romance. 
In summary, girls encountered discourses of femininity connecting appearance, 
consumption, and social status in multiple areas of their lives.   In interactions with peers 
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inside and outside of school and through mass media, these cultural norms are 
(re)produced.  Therefore, some might contend that these books are simply reflecting the 
dominant culture and representing a world that adolescent readers would know.  
However, this argument disregards the role that commercial culture has in creating that 
world, and that a marketing company created these books as “content packages” 
(Mehegan, 2006, p. B5).  The novels examined in this study work to create “needs” and 
promote particular brands to satisfy them, rather than creating an accurate reflection of 
many readers’ lives.  Therefore, Alloy-developed teen romance novels that echo these 
patriarchal and capitalistic values are not “just entertainment.”  The storylines and 
characters are yet another layer of reinforcement, showcasing in a particularly glamorous 
and exciting way, the ideology of female as ornamental, rather than empowered and 
proactive (unless through shopping or grooming herself).  These texts, their readers, and 
the industry that produces them deserve further examination by researchers. 
Directions of Future Research 
Overall, this study demonstrates that Alloy-produced teen romance novels reflect 
a feminine “moment of identity” based upon consumption.  The circuit of culture model 
points to a number of avenues of inquiry yet to be developed to fully understand the 
political implications of teen romance novels within society.   A range of feminist inquiry 
could be used to expand this knowledge.  Just a few among many potential directions of 
future research include: the creation of particular gendered norms in these novels and 
readers’ interpretation of them; organizational cultures of the industries that develop and 
distribute these novels; material consequences for readers spending money on clothing, 
cosmetics, and other beautifying services; and the implications of mainly white, wealthy 
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heroines being represented rather than including diverse races, ethnicities, sexualities, 
socio-economic classes, and body capabilities. 
I explore some of these possibilities here.  Although I will use the Alloy series 
analyzed for this study to illustrate several potential lines of feminist inquiry, I do not 
believe the study of teen romantic fiction should be limited to Alloy-produced romances.  
Indeed, research exploring how other teen romance texts work within each circuit of 
culture moment would provide fascinating insight into other discourses of femininity, 
production processes, audience interpretations, and more.  However, as exemplars here, I 
focus on inquiry into each circuit moment and the Gossip Girl, A-List, and Clique series.  
Feminist research into each moment would generate insight into how norms that affect 
girl’s lives are (re)produced.   
Representation 
The moment of representation focuses on how meaning is produced through 
images, language, and even the tactile “feel” of a cultural artifact.  Discussing the Gossip 
Girl, A-List, and Clique series, Wolf (2006) stated, “These books look cute.  They come 
in matched paperback sets with catchy titles….  Any parent–including me–might put 
them in the Barnes & Noble basket without a second glance” (p. 22).   
The covers alone would make an intriguing semiotic analysis (see Figure 7).  In 
both the Gossip Girl and The A-List covers, the focus is primarily on the girls’ perfectly 
toned bodies.  All three covers feature girls who are looking away from the camera, some 
with their faces partially cut out of the picture frame, giving the impression of 
anonymous bodies that are unaware a voyeur’s gaze.   
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Figure 7:  Series book covers (more available in Appendix B) from www.amazon.com 
accessed on August 8, 2007. 
      
All three feature individuals who appear wealthy by their clothing and/or leisure 
activities.  Each series continues similarly themed pictures and uses the same models in 
subsequent books.   
Given Cherland’s (1994) discussion of how book covers represent an idealized 
femininity, analysis of the girls pictured in these covers could give further insight into 
how “girls’ book” covers are differentiated from covers of other books, who is 
consistently represented on the covers (socio-economic class, race, age), and how they 
are depicted.  The books are marketed as “teen romance novels,” yet, unlike many of 
their adult counterparts, no couple shares a passionate embrace.  Additionally, the titles 
themselves are of interest.  For example, other “catchy” titles in the series include: “Best 
Friends for Never” (Clique); “All I Want is Everything,” (Gossip Girl), and “Blonde 
Ambition” (A-List).  Researchers should examine how these covers and titles encode 
particular meanings about teen girls, romance, and sexuality. Finally, examination of 
marketing materials produced by Alloy that position the books in particular ways to 
buyers and booksellers could provide additional insight into how these books are defined 
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as fiction appropriate for adolescent girls. Examining the moment of representation 
would illustrate more subtle ways that particular meanings of femininity are (re)created 
and, given the number of readers, broadly disseminated in Western culture.   
Identity 
 Although this study focuses on the moment of identity, many interesting avenues 
are yet to be explored.  For example, the inclusion of gay and lesbian relationships or 
characters and the prevalent character usage of alcohol and tobacco were two areas I 
recognized as significant breaks from themes found in previous studies of teen romance 
fiction.   
Previous romantic fiction textual analyses found only heterosexual romantic 
relationships featured in stories (Christian-Smith, 1988, 1994; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; 
Mazzarella, 1999; McRobbie, 1991).  The Gossip Girl series include main characters 
who think about or explore gay or lesbian relationships.  For instance, Gossip Girl 
protagonist Blair remembers,  
Once, during a very drunken night at the end of tenth grade, Serena and Blair 
were soaking in the hot tub, and Blair had kissed Serena full on the lips.  Serena 
hadn’t seemed to remember it the next morning, but Blair never forgot it.  Even 
though it was just an impulse move that didn’t mean anything, thinking about that 
kiss always made her feel hot and itchy and uncomfortable.  That was another 
reason why it had been such a relief when Serena went away” (Gossip Girl, p. 
126). 
 
These moments are typically fleeting and none of the main characters ultimately give up 
their quest for heterosexual romance.  Both Gossip Girl and the A-List series include a 
few minor gay and lesbian characters, generally represented in very stereotypical form 
(e.g., the effeminate male, the butch female).  However, even these small moments 
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represent a break in hegemonic discourses of heterosexuality, as characters consider and 
engage, at least in limited ways, in other relationship opportunities. 
 Another significant area was protaganists’ glamorized use of alcohol and 
cigarettes.  In both the Gossip Girl and A-List series, characters chug champagne, 
cocktails, and beer routinely in such quantities that they seem likely candidates for a 
rehabilitation program.  Servers choose not to ask for proof of age for fear of offending 
wealthy high-school aged customers, or heroines simply host parties with alcohol where 
parents either are absent or approve of their children’s drinking.  Readers encounter 
passages such as, “Blair stepped away from the bar, a fresh flute of bubbling champagne 
in her hand and a fresh cigarette dangling from the antique ebony-and-mother-of-pearl 
cigarette holder between her glossed lips, looking like a character out of an old movie” 
(Nothing Can Keep Us Together, p. 216).  Although not to the prevalence of other 
products, alcohol or cigarette brand names are present in all three series.  For instance, 
Gossip Girl’s Serena orders a “shot of Stoli and a Coke on the side,” after which another 
character’s “awesome” older sister, tells Serena “nice choice” (Gossip Girl, p. 175).  In 
total, alcohol or cigarette brand names are referenced 50 times across the six books, 
primarily in the Gossip Girl and the A-List series.  However, even the Clique series, 
which features younger characters, contains a cigarette brand name.  Although none of 
the seventh grade main characters drink or smoke, a love interest is described regularly as 
holding an unlit Marlboro Red cigarette in his mouth in Dial L for Loser.  Rarely are 
serious consequences of drinking and smoking portrayed in any of the series, particularly 
for the main characters.  Given the recent increases in girls’ binge drinking (Center on 
Alcohol Marketing and Youth, 2006) and the serious long-term health consequences of 
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tobacco addiction, readers who choose to emulate these models of identity face serious 
risks.  Of course, not all readers will choose to interpret these portrayals as positive or 
incorporate these behaviors into their lives.  Knowledge of reader evaluation and use of 
the novels is critical to understanding the novels as cultural artifacts. 
Consumption 
 The moment of consumption is key to identifying how girls actually interpret and 
use teen romance novels.  Radway (1991) asserted that researchers should develop a 
better understanding of how readers select romance novels and interpret them.  After 
Wolf’s (2006) editorial in The New York Times criticizing Gossip Girl, A-List, and Clique 
series, many adolescent girl readers reacted angrily, posting comments on blogs that often 
rebuked Wolf’s editorial as over-protectionist and underestimating their intelligence and 
agency.  Although lengthy, I’m including one of those responses here to demonstrate the 
complexity of the moment of consumption.  Maya wrote11: 
I’ve read both Gossip Girl and the A-List series. pathetic aye? In fact i have’nt 
just read one of each i’ve read all of them. every last one in both series. Most of 
my friends (we’re middle schoolers) read them also. I read them personally 
because i love fashion and i have a secret yerning for paris hilton popularity. Well 
let me correct myself had. I am also on the heavy side of the scale so it was a 
getaway from people (particulary the girls at my school) constantly making fun of 
how big i am. Comments like “you’d be so pretty if you we’re smaller” or the not 
as nice “your a fat lard”. Led me to the books. There fine for a guilty pleasure and 
all but when you start wanting to be the same as your favorite characters in the 
book, mostly if they do have excessive sex, drinks, and drugs, it becomes a 
problem. Since i wanted to be popular, gorgeous, rich and have all the boys like 
the girls in the book have i took tips. I tried to start to act like them. I’m over that 
now and relize there’s more to life then being popular. In a few years most of the 
girls who make fun of me will probablly be in rehab, a mom, or living in some 
trailor. So therefore i am definatlly looking forward to a middle school reunion in 
a few years. 
 
                                                 
11
 Given the nature of blog writings that include alternative spellings and minimal proofing, I am not using 
“sic” here to note misspellings, etc.  I feel this would unduly interrupt the flow of Maya’s thoughts. 
  
 
97 
So my moral fiber was’nt affected in the best way but i do think i’ve matured and 
i am moving on to more useful books that are a better use of my time. For a while 
the A-list deffinatlly helped out my confidence on acount of one of the characters 
are fat and got the hot billionare from spain. but that only helped for about two 
min. untill i got called a fat lard again. (Westerfeld, 2006) 
 
Maya’s comments illustrate the complex and ongoing negotiation of media texts 
during the moment of consumption.  As I stated in Chapter Two, previous studies of girl 
readers have produced mixed results.  In some cases, girls critique and reject values in the 
books (Frazer, 1987; Moss, 1993); and in others, they report using them as a guide for 
romantic relationships in their own lives (Christian-Smith, 1993; Willinsky & Hunniford, 
1986).  However, none of these researchers identified factors in these readers’ lives that 
affected their abilities or decisions to accept, negotiate, or reject values in these texts.  
Given Condit’s (1989) premise that critical readings of mass media texts are influenced 
by access to oppositional rhetoric or alternative codes, an important area of feminist 
research would be to determine why and how girls work to deconstruct norms of 
femininity in works of romantic fiction.  What oppositional discourses do girls who 
critique the novels utilize and where have they learned them?  Furthermore, other factors 
like socio-economic class, race-ethnicity, sexual experiences, and age may influence 
girls’ understanding and valuation of teen romance novels.  We do not have a full 
understanding yet of how girls across a broad spectrum of backgrounds understand 
romance novels. 
Finally, further knowledge of the ways girls actually integrate ideas from the texts 
in their lives is important.  For instance, researchers found girls who consumed various 
forms of mass media critiqued portrayals of women in them, yet the girls still appeared to 
incorporate some of material into their purchasing decisions, daily interactions, and plans 
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for the future (Currie, 1999; Durham, 1999; Steele, 1999; Steele & Brown, 1995).  
Therefore, feminist communication researchers need to better understand how readers’ 
critiques of the novels extend, or fail to extend, into their lives. 
Production 
 As I stated in Chapter Two, I have not located research on the industries involved 
in the production of Alloy, or any other, teen romance novels.  McRobbie (1999) argued 
the importance of this endeavor.  She stated that mass media texts typically contain 
disruptions that challenge dominant narratives and that feminists producing these texts 
may work, within organizational constraints, to engineer these breaks.  In urging 
researchers to examine the fashion magazine industry, McRobbie emphasized:  
Nobody, it seems, has thought to study the people who put these pages together, 
who argue about lay-out, captions and emphasis, who make decisions about how 
to ‘do’ a story on young lesbians, who challenge the senior editors and 
management (usually male) by giving frank information to readers about oral sex 
and who, at the same time, emphasize the fun element in magazines.  To explore 
more fully … it would … be necessary to ask the writers and designers what it is 
they think they are doing.  What is their relationship to feminism?  How aware are 
they of its influence? (p. 59) 
 
McRobbie urged feminists away from a polarization between a unified “feminist” front 
against the magazine producers and their readers.   
 Similarly, Alloy offers opportunities to understand better how stories are 
“developed” by Alloy staff and how organizational culture and rules influence the 
creation of novels.  The New York Observer (Kolhatkar, 2006), reported, “Former Alloy 
employees and others in the publishing world sometimes point out that the company is 
run by men—president Les Morgenstein, vice president of development Josh Bank and 
editorial director Ben Schrank—but that young women provide most of the grunt labor 
on Alloy’s book projects” (¶12).  Better understanding of the interactions between 
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organizational cultures of publishers, authors, advertisers, book dealers, and other groups 
involved in creating these novels would develop knowledge of why and how patriarchal 
and consumer norms are both incorporated and disrupted in these stories. 
Regulation 
 Finally, research focusing on the moment of regulation, or how Alloy teen 
romance novels are valued in comparison with other cultural artifacts and what rules they 
are subjected to, is important.  Overall, a myriad of social institutions, ranging from 
schools, to public libraries, to parents, to producers and retailers12 influence the moment 
regulation for Alloy novels.   
In Chapter Two, I stated that peers and parents sometimes teased girls who read 
romance novels (Cherland, 1994; Moss, 1993) and that teachers would not consider the 
books for class assignments for any but the “reluctant readers” (Christian-Smith, 1993).  
The American Library Association regularly has referred reluctant readers to books from 
all three of the Alloy romance series examined in this study (American Library 
Association, 2007; Bellafante, 2003).  Based on this, girls who choose to read the Alloy 
series may feel their reading material is devalued, and possibly even regarded as read by 
those found lacking in some aspects of intellectual development.   
Nonetheless, the continued high sales rates alone demonstrate that readers clearly 
place some value on the books.  Recently, my partner overheard a high school girl raving 
to her friends about how good the Gossip Girl books were and encouraging her friends to 
read them too.  My middle-school-aged niece and even some of my female college 
                                                 
12
 For instance, when the Gossip Girl books were released in Australia and the United Kingdom, the 
publisher printed them with an “adult content” label (King, 2003). Also, given Wal-Mart’s refusal to sell 
music with “indecent” lyrics and its branding as a “family friendly” company (Garner, Alper, & Jhally, 
2003), I was surprised to find all three series for sale there.  As the world’s largest retailer (Fishman, 2006), 
the availability through Wal-Mart is significant in the moment of regulation. 
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students tell me that they pass these books among their friends.  Feminist researchers 
could evaluate how girls balance the tensions of their valuation of Alloy produced 
romance series in contrast with other social influences.  On the one hand, girls learn that 
appearance and relationships are central elements of femininity.  On the other hand, 
books that focus on exactly that often are not regarded highly by educators and parents.  
Given their popularity, a better understanding of how these contradictory standards 
influence girls understanding of gender is important.   
Beyond Branding:  Redefining Femininity  
Romance readers often are stigmatized as engaging in foolish flights of fancy.  
Given the sizable number of adolescents buying teen romantic fiction, readers, the texts, 
and the industries that produce them have not received the attention they deserve.  As 
researchers, caretakers, and educators, we need to stop ignoring so-called “junk culture” 
(Pipher, 1994) and work with adolescent girls to help them better challenge the 
glamorized norms of femininity and consumption in these texts.  I have suggested a 
number of research avenues yet to be explored.  Additionally, girls and those who care 
about them can take steps to resist and ultimately change norms and practices that 
disadvantage females. 
Media Literacy 
Several months ago, a school librarian contacted me about the Gossip Girl series 
and requested that I send her some research articles I had written about the books.  To my 
dismay, she later contacted me and stated they were pulling the books from the shelves. 
She did not feel the content was appropriate or that public tax money should be spent 
procuring the novels.  Although I certainly can sympathize with her reasoning, I do not 
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believe that institutionalized censorship will “protect” adolescent girls from material in 
the books.  Based on my discussion of culture above, clearly girls encounter these same 
discourses in multiple areas of their lives.  Rather than censuring them, teachers and 
librarians might use these books as opportunities to work with girls to deconstruct these 
norms, and challenge the industries that produce them.    
Although still under debate in the United States, a number of educators advocate 
integrating media literacy programs into primary school programs (Hobbs, 1998). Lewis 
and Jhally (1998) advocate media literacy programs move beyond textual analyses that 
identify negative stereotypes or positive portrayals of people, or realistic or misleading 
messages.  Rather, programs should include analysis of each moment of the circuit of 
culture and the links between them so that adolescents can better understand who 
produced media texts, under what constraints and conditions, for what purpose, and how 
they might be changed to represent readers’ interests rather than commercial interests.   
However, educators should not ignore the pleasures of reading romance novels, or 
treat adolescents as “helpless victims of media influence who need to be rescued from the 
excesses and evils of their interest in popular culture” (Hobbs, 1998, p. 19).  Rather, by 
exploring the texts adolescent girls already engage, media literacy programs may help 
them interrogate the assumptions and practices of commercialized femininity.  Educators, 
school administrators, and caretakers can work to encourage inclusion of these programs 
in school curriculum.  However, as Dow (1996) asserted, resistant readings do not 
necessarily correspond with political action that prompts change.  If feminists are 
concerned with social justice and cultural transformation, then we must address how 
females may embody empowered, non-commercialized identities. 
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Refashioning Gendered Identities 
 An attempt at reform that pits “feminists” against girls who love experimenting 
with fashion, make-up, and hairstyles is unlikely to persuade many girls to fight against 
their “false consciousness.”  Rather, it further devalues their interests, in a similar way 
that some disrespect their love of romance novels.   As I reflected on this research, I 
considered how I worked to express identity through my appearance and the pleasure I 
take from crafting particular “looks.”  At times, I think of these looks as political 
statements about gendered identity that I choose to make both to myself and to others.  I 
admire those whom I perceive as subverting gendered dichotomies through their 
appearances as Butler (1990) advocated.  Some third-wave feminists advocate 
reappropriating traditional feminine dress as a way of honoring femininity by showing 
how girls and women can be both feminine and feminist (Baumgardner & Richards, 
2004).  Therefore, working to redefine links between appearance and consumption may 
help challenge patriarchal and capitalistic norms. 
Drawing from the work of Conquergood (1998) and Bhabha (1994), Waggoner 
and Hallstein (2001, p. 28) proposed that fashion can work as a performance of identity 
that “incessantly insinuates, interrupts, interrogates, and antagonizes” mainstream 
discourses of gender.  Based on their interviews with feminists about fashion, Waggoner 
and Hallstein (2001) asserted that appearance can be a form of agency because it: 
foregrounds the subject-object axis by focusing the viewers’ attention on a 
woman’s ability to author messages on and through her body.  Granted, the first 
thing the viewer notices is the woman’s display of her body (object) because she, 
in fact, draws the gaze to the message she is communicating on her body.  
Ultimately, however, the viewer’s gaze is channeled into something quite 
different from voyeurism.  Instead of positioning themselves as sexualized objects 
of others’ gazes, the women focus the viewers’ look in a different direction.  The 
body is no longer primarily an object of display in its own rights, but instead, a 
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screen upon which and through which the women write and perform their 
messages.  Thus, even if the viewers don’t “get” the message, they often 
implicitly grant women who use this strategy subjectivity the moment they 
recognize their status as authors. (p. 36) 
 
Despite these potential forms of resistance and agency, the pleasures and politics 
of fashion leave me feeling conflicted.  Exploitive and dangerous work conditions for 
women and children who make garments have been well documented by materialist 
feminists (Enloe, 2004; McRobbie, 1999).  We cannot ignore how embodied statements 
of resistance through dress directly impact the lives of women and child workers.  Nor do 
I advocate supporting corporations whose marketing strategies include creating messages 
telling girls–and women–that without branded products they are fundamentally 
inadequate and socially undesirable. 
 One way to subvert lifestyle branding messages and still engage a playful and 
political performance of gendered identities is through wearing clothes created in a 
socially responsible manner.  For example, Maggie’s Organics works with a women- 
owned sewing cooperative in Nicaragua at which employees earn fair wages for their 
work (Maggie’s, 2002).  Companies like Patagonia, Edun, and American Apparel, and 
others collectively produce a variety of styles and are known for ensuring their clothes 
are not made by sweatshop labor.  In this way, girls could help women workers earn a 
sustainable living, while engaging in various performances of gender.   
However, this type of performance is not a form of challenge viable for all girls.  
Rather, it is a form of “constrained agency” (Waggoner & Hallstein, 2001), as girls 
encounter different norms, needs, and political implications of performance based on 
their body shapes, race, ethnicity, socio-economic class, and sexuality.  Not all girls can 
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afford or even desire to challenge gender norms in this way.  Another way of challenging 
and changing cultural norms is through girls’ own writing. 
Rewriting Gendered Identities 
Despite relentless and ubiquitous cultural messages connecting femininity and 
consumption, adolescent girls are not “cultural dopes” (Hall, 1981) mindlessly 
assimilating information.  Cultural discourses are never all-powerful reaching all people.  
Instead, there are “complex lines of resistance and acceptance, refusal and capitulation, 
which make the field of culture a sort of constant battlefield” (Hall, 1981, p. 233).   
As demonstrated by the excerpt at the beginning of this chapter from zine-creator 
Doza (2001), publications produced by adolescent girls rather than industry offer 
alternatives to commercialized, narrowly-defined standards of femininity.   Kearney 
(2006), Wray and Steele (2002), and Green and Taormino (1997) illustrated how “Grrrl 
zines” and “gURL e-zines” 13 challenged norms of femininity.  Kearney (2006) stated that 
grrrl zines regularly criticized “body fascism” promoted through ultra-thin fashion 
models and the cosmetics and clothing industry.  For instance, in the zine, Bikini Kill #2, 
Allison wrote, “Is being a strong and sexy woman the most powerful form of subversion?  
Maybe the most powerful for those who are born that way but being a strong and ‘non-
beautiful’ or ‘ugly’ or ‘fat’ woman and declaring openly that you like the way you are is 
the most defiantly powerful form of subversion” (Kearney, 2006, p. 183, emphasis in 
original).  In addition, zine writers challenged a white beauty ideal by chronicling 
experiences of girls of color who resisted racial assimilation.  Grrrl zines questioned 
                                                 
13
 Grrrl zines are small-scale, non-commercial publications produced by individuals and distributed locally 
for a small subscription fee or no cost.  gURL’s are distributed on the Internet.  Both types are linked with 
“third wave” feminism and contain material related to personal experiences, sexuality, political activism, 
humor, pop culture, arts, and other topics.   
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beauty routines and dominant norms of consumption and heterosexuality (Green & 
Taormino 1997; Kearney 2006).  Publications with feminist-inspired themes produced 
counter-discourses, highlighting a variety of possibilities. They challenge dominant 
norms and are an important part of changing social expectations of femininity.    
Conclusion 
Teen romance novels have often been dismissed as unimportant and frivolous.  
Nonetheless, their popularity among predominately female readership and the novels’ 
depiction of the lives of female characters alone make systematic evaluation of these 
novels an important feminist undertaking.  Previous studies of teen romantic fiction 
found that the stories portrayed heterosexual romance as providing central meaning in 
heroines’ lives, and that heroines’ used their beautiful appearance and traditionally 
feminine “nice” behaviors to attract romantic interests (Christian-Smith, 1988, 1994; 
Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; McRobbie, 1991; Pecora, 1999). 
Beyond their importance in and narrative focus upon adolescent girls’ lives, the 
contemporary teen romance novels studied in this research also demand study because of 
the newer practice of including product placement within the narratives.  These Alloy 
developed novels feature an incessant litany of brand names, averaging around one brand 
name per page.  Brand names incorporated into plotlines represent a form of lifestyle 
branding, in which products are linked to experiences and ways of living.  The narratives 
relate brands to desirable lifestyles, which can be attained through the purchase of the 
“right” products and services.  Consumption was portrayed as a key marker of identity 
and femininity as the narratives linked consumption with popularity, an idealized female 
appearance, and successful romantic relationships.    
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This focus on consumption represents a significant change from findings of 
previous studies.  Pragmatically, this work could be used to inform media literacy 
programs and critical readings of other forms of mass media.  Theoretically, this work 
should contribute to feminist understanding of how patriarchal and capitalistic ideologies 
are (re)produced through narratives.   The “moment” of feminine identity portrayed in 
these novels endorses a version of girlhood where female worthiness is based upon what 
commercial products and services girls purchase.   However, self-worth is never assured 
or permanently achieved, so crafting an ideal feminine identity requires continuous 
consumption.   
Although these novels work to reproduce patriarchal and capitalistic norms, future 
research will develop a more holistic knowledge of their effects and how they are created.  
Despite the repetition of discourses linking femininity and consumption found in multiple 
social locations and practices, ideology is never all encompassing.  Some girls reject 
these norms in their own writing, and parents and educators work with girls to encourage 
their contestation of these values.  Working together, girls and those who care about them 
can more critically engage these norms and, as a result, challenge and change them.
Appendix A 
 
 
 
107 
Appendix A:  Publication Information for Books Analyzed 
Dean, Z. (2003).  The A-List. New York: Little, Brown and Company. 
Dean, Z. (2006).  American beauty: An A-List novel. New York: Little, Brown and  
Company. 
Harrison, L. (2004).  The Clique. New York: Little, Brown and Company. 
Harrison, L. (2006).  Dial L for loser: A Clique novel. New York: Little, Brown and  
Company. 
von Ziegesar, C. (2002).  Gossip girl.  New York: Little, Brown and Company. 
von Ziegesar, C. (2005).  Nothing can keep us together: A Gossip Girl novel.  
New York: Little, Brown and Company. 
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Appendix B:  Plot and Character Overview 
Gossip Girl Series 
This book series is targeted for girls 14 and over, although younger girls read 
them as well.  The stories take place in New York City’s Upper East Side, where 
characters primarily interact within their Fifth Avenue penthouses, the private Constance 
Billard School for Girls, various shopping destinations (usually Barneys New York or 
Bergdorf Goodman), restaurants, five-star hotels, or bars in the surrounding area (see 
Figure 8 for sample Gossip Girl series book covers).   
Figure 8:  Sample Gossip Girl series covers, accessed from www.amazon.com on 9/6/07. 
 
An anonymous narrator posts gossip about the characters in a blog reported 
periodically though the book.  The series takes place during seventeen-year-old Blair 
Waldorf and Serena van der Woodsens’ senior year of high school.  Formerly best 
friends, the two alternate between being enemies and cordial as they host and attend 
parties, audition for a starring movie role, compete for the love of the handsome Nate 
Archibald, and, of course, gossip.  An excellent overview of the first book can be attained 
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by watching a series of previews of the upcoming CW television drama based on the 
series at http://www.cwtv.com/video/?vid=gossipgirl.   Central female characters include: 
Serena van der Woodsen.  Beautiful, blonde, and slender, Serena is “the girl every 
boy wants and every girl wants to be” (Gossip Girl, p. 17).  After a year away at boarding 
school, her return to Constance Billard heralds numerous ugly rumors about what she did 
while she was away.  Despite this, Serena is always nice and kind. 
Blair Waldorf.  Blair is jealous of Serena and the attention her beauty brings her.  
Upon Serena’s return, Blair reflects, “As always, it would be Serena and Blair, Blair and 
Serena, with Blair playing the smaller, fatter, mousier, less witty best friend of the blond 
über-girl, Serena van der Woodsen” (Gossip Girl, p. 22).   To make matters worse, 
Blair’s boyfriend, Nate Archibald, has an intermittent crush on Serena for much of the 
series. 
Jenny Humphrey.  As a ninth grader, Jenny idolizes Serena and wishes to be 
friends with the group of friends with whom Serena and Blair socialize.  However, 
Jenny’s father is poor and cannot buy her the designer clothing that would win her the 
respect of this group.  Still, she attempts to look like these girls by using her father’s 
credit card to buy a designer gown and imitation goods.  Her 34D-sized breasts often 
draw the attention of boys, and serves as a source of embarrassment for Jenny and a 
target for disparagement from other girls.  Jenny also dates Nate Archibald briefly, and in 
the 10th book gave him ecstasy to persuade him to have sex with her in a bathroom stall, 
even though Nate was dating Serena at the time. 
Vanessa Abrams.  Also a senior, Vanessa is a social outcast because she wears all 
(unbranded) black, shaves her head, and is somewhat heavy-set.  Like Jenny, she is not 
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wealthy.  In the first book, Vanessa is in love with Dan Humphrey (Jenny’s brother), but 
Dan is in love with Serena.  Through convoluted circumstances, by the tenth book, 
Vanessa and Blair become roommates.  Blair buys Vanessa a designer dress and lends 
her a pair of Manolo Blahnik shoes.  Vanessa is described as “vibrant and beautiful in her 
… shimmering white Morgane Le Fay dress” (Nothing Can Keep Us Together, p. 196), 
as she shed her “lumpy black cocoon and transform[ed] into a shimmering, white-winged 
moth” (Nothing Can Keep Us Together, p. 207).  At this point, Vanessa decides that her 
earlier disdain for her wealthy classmates was wrong.   
Minor characters.  Other minor female characters that Serena and Blair interact 
with include Kati, Isabel, and Rain. 
A-List Series 
 The book series also is developed for girls 14 and over, and younger girls read 
them as well.  A west-coast version of Gossip Girl, the A-List series centers on high 
school seniors Samantha Sharp and Anna Percy, and their friends (see Figure 9 for 
sample A-list series book covers).   
Figure 9:  Sample A-List series covers, accessed from www.amazon.com on 9/6/07. 
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All the central female characters in this series are extremely wealthy.  Like the 
Gossip Girl series, a beautiful, slender, blonde and nice character (Anna) is pitted against 
the more devious, less attractive brunette (Samantha).  Samantha’s father is an 
internationally famous movie star, which affords her an extraordinarily affluent lifestyle 
and recognition in Beverly Hills, California.  Anna is a recent arrival from the east coast, 
who initially angers Samantha because Ben Birnbaum, the boy that Samantha had nursed 
a secret crush on for some time, dates Anna.  Unbeknownst to Samantha or Anna, 
Samantha’s best friends Dee Young and Cammie Sheppard also have a crush on Ben.  
Samantha, Cammie, and Dee play tricks on Anna in the first book, and generally try to 
make her life miserable.  However, by the seventh book, Anna’s nice nature wins the 
other three girls (mostly) over, each has a new love interest, and the girls work together to 
focus hostilities on two ex-friends hosting a graduation party.  Interactions take place on 
character’s yachts, mansions, extravagant parties, movie studio lots, spas, and at various 
bars and restaurants.  Central female characters include: 
Anna Percy.  A “leggy, patrician blond beauty,” (The A-List, p. 3) with an “eight-
digit trust fund” (The A-List, p. 2), Anna moves to live with her divorced father in 
Hollywood, where she meets Samantha, Cammie and Dee and eventually befriends them.  
Anna is kind and nice, but wishes to break out of her “Upper East Side WASPy prep-
school girl” (The A-List, p. 7) mold and create a new more adventurous self in California.  
Nonetheless, she is always elegant and her signature designer is Chanel. 
Samantha Sharp.  Daughter of Jackson Sharp, the “A-plus-plus-plus-practically-
in-his-own-stratosphere list” (The A-List, p. 105) movie star, Samantha lives in a large 
mansion and spends time on the family yacht.  The bane of her existence is her size ten 
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body, which she and others regularly refer to disparagingly.  Samantha is in love with 
Ben in the first book, but by the seventh novel, falls in love with Eduardo Muñoz, a 
wealthy diplomat’s son.  Samantha splits her energy between plotting to win Eduardo’s 
allegiance back after he caught her cheating on him, and planning to humiliate two ex-
friends who are hosting a graduation party. 
Dee Young.  Dee has “flaxen hair, upturned nose, and wide blue eyes of a 
porcelain doll, and perfect little body” (The A-List, p. 49).  The daughter of parents who 
own their own successful recording studio, Dee is vegetarian who prefers foods from 
Whole Foods Market and partakes in “natural” beautifying treatments like oxygen facials. 
Cammie Sheppard.  Like Anna, Cammie is blond, slender and beautiful, but has a 
more voluptuous appearance due to her breast implants.  The daughter of a wealthy 
television executive, Cammie is outspoken and does not hesitate to deride those who 
block her desires.  Cammie suspects her father and Samantha’s estranged mother of 
having a role in Cammie’s mother’s mysterious death years before. 
Clique Series 
 This series is intended for nine- to twelve-year-old girls and focuses on younger 
characters than the A-List and Gossip Girl series.  The action centers on the seventh-
grade characters Claire Lyons and Massie Block, along with Massie’s friends: Alicia 
Rivera, Kristen Gregory, and Dylan Marvil (see Figure 10 for sample Clique series book 
covers).   
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Figure 10:  Sample Clique series covers, accessed from www.amazon.com on 9/6/07. 
  
Massie, Alicia, Kristen, and Dylan comprise the most popular clique at the 
exclusive, private Octavian Country Day School, in affluent Westchester County, New 
York.  Claire is a newcomer from Florida who has no fashion sense and wears 
inexpensive brands, which draws the ire of the Pretty Committee members.  To make 
matters worse, Claire and her family live in Massie’s family’s guesthouse, which allows 
Pretty Committee members many opportunities to torment Claire both in and outside of 
school.  Despite their rude behavior, Claire desires to be a member of the Pretty 
Committee and works diligently to gain their friendship, which she never truly achieves.  
In the sixth book, Claire competes with the other girls to become a movie star and wins 
the leading role of a “loser” because of her natural tendencies towards this role.  Massie 
and Alicia become reporters for a national morning television show and broadcast 
embarrassing updates about Claire in order to get even with Claire for winning the lead.   
Lead female characters include: 
 Massie Block.  Leader of the Pretty Committee, wealthy Massie is admired by 
most of her classmates for her sense of style and beauty.  She relies on publications like 
Appendix B 
 
 
114 
Elle Girl, Seventeen, and US Weekly to keep her abreast of the latest designers and 
fashion trends.  Shopping is an important pastime for Massie.  In the first book, she has a 
crush on Chris Abeley, who she mistakenly believes is interested in Claire.  Although she 
dates Derrington in the sixth book, Massie has a crush on Claire’s movie co-star, the 
handsome, famous Conner Foley. 
 Claire Lyons.  Claire’s working-class roots in Florida are regularly exposed as she 
admits ignorance of the designers the other girls favor and by the inexpensive brands she 
wears.  Claire is mocked by the other Pretty Committee members frequently because of 
her Gap jeans, Ked tennis shoes, and bangs that split down middle.  In the first book, 
Claire feels better about herself after she when she wears Citizens of Humanity jeans and 
therefore is recognized as looking like Massie.  Later in the series, other girls attempt to 
copy Claire’s look after she becomes a movie star, but Claire still feels insecure because 
she has not won the friendship of the Pretty Committee.  Claire despairs of losing the 
love of her boyfriend, Cam, after Massie and Alicia send pictures of Claire kissing 
Conner without explaining that the kiss was part of the movie script. 
 Alicia Rivera.  A rare minority character in Alloy-produced series, Alicia is a 
Latina beauty.  At times, Massie is jealous of how pretty Alicia is, her larger breasts, and 
her unerring sense of style.  In Dial L for Loser, the girls compete with one another for 
the attention of Conner.  
 Kristen Gregory.  Kristen is the studious member of the Pretty Committee.  
Readers discover that she must earn good grades to maintain a scholarship at school 
because her father recently lost his job and Kristen’s family is enduring financial 
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hardship, although she hides this from the other Pretty Committee members.  Despite her 
family’s financial difficulties, Kristen still wears current designer clothes. 
 Dylan Marvil.  Dylan is larger than the other girls and regards herself as fat.  She 
is on the Zone Diet in the first book, and has switched to a bran diet by the sixth.  Her 
mother is the famous host of a morning entertainment television show.  Dylan resents 
how her own mother compliments Alicia about her looks while ignoring Dylan. 
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Appendix C: All Verified Brand Names By Category 
Table 3: Clothing and accessories brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References Brand name 
# 
References 
A. Testonis Shoes 1 Coach 8 
Abercrombie & Fitch 3 Converse Shoes 1 
Adidas 1 Cosabella 3 
Agnès B. 1 Costume National 1 
Alberta Ferretti 1 Dakota Smith 1 
Alexander McQueen 3 Daryl K 2 
Alice + Olivia 1 David Yurman Jewelry 1 
Anna Molinari 1 Diane von Furstenberg 2 
Anna Sui 1 Diesel 5 
Anne Valérie Hash 1 DKNY 9 
Anthropologie 1 Doc Marten 4 
Armani 8 Dolce & Gabbana 5 
Badgley Mischka 1 Donna Karan 3 
Balenciaga 9 Earl 2 
Bali 2 Electra 2020 Shoes 1 
BCBG 6 Ella Moss 4 
Betsey Johnson 3 Escada 2 
Billabong 1 Fendi 8 
Birkenstock 1 Ferragamo footwear 3 
Brooks Brothers 5 Fila 2 
Budd's Shirtmakers 1 Frankie B. 1 
Burberry 11 Frette Spa Robe 1 
Bvlgari Jewelers 5 Fruit of the Loom 1 
C&C California 5 Frye footwear 2 
Calvin Klein 8 Fubu 1 
Carhartt 2 Funk Daddy 1 
Carl Blackburn Jewelry 1 Galliano 3 
Caroline Herrera 3 Gap 6 
Cartier 5 G-Force Watch 1 
CBGB 2 Ghost 1 
Chanel 29 Givenchi 2 
Charlotte Ronson 2 Gucci 11 
Chip & Pepper 1 Habitual 1 
Chloé 2 Hanes 1 
Christian Dior 6 Hanna Andersson 1 
Christian Lacroix 2 Harry Winston Jewelry 1 
Church's of London 4 Hello Kitty clothing/pens, etc 1 
Citizens of Humanity 4 Helmut Lang 1 
Clarks Wallabees 1 Hermés 6 
Club Monaco 1 Hogan Shoes 1 
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Table 3: Clothing and accessories brand names (continued) 
Brand name 
# 
References Brand name 
# 
References 
Hugo Boss 6 Morgane Le Fay 5 
Hush Puppies 1 Moschino 1 
Imitation of Christ 6 Mossimo 1 
Izod 2 Narciso Rodriguez 1 
J. Crew 4 Nichole Farhi 1 
J. Lo by Jennifer Lopez 1 Oliver Peoples 1 
J. Press 1 Oscar de la Renta 29 
Jack Spade 1 Paige 1 
Jacob & Co watch 1 Patagonia 1 
James Perse 1 Persol 1 
Jimmy Choo 9 Phillip Treacy Hats 1 
Jockey 1 Pierre Hardy 1 
Joie 3 Polo 3 
Jonathan Adler 1 Prada 16 
Juicy Couture 18 Proenza Schouler 2 
Kate Spade 11 Pucci 8 
Keds 22 Puma 3 
Kenneth Cole 1 Ralph Lauren 19 
Kipling Fresh 1 Randolph Duke 2 
L.A.M.B. 2 Ray-Bans 2 
La Perla 3 Reebok 2 
Lacoste 3 Reiss 1 
Lambertson Truex 1 Roberto Cavalli 1 
Lands End 5 Rock & Republic 1 
Laura Ashley 3 Rogan 1 
Lauren Moffat 3 Rolex 1 
LeSportsac 2 Rolodex 1 
Levis 12 Ronin 1 
LL Bean 2 Rosa Chá Swimwear 1 
London by London 1 Sass & Bide 1 
Louis Vuitton 18 Seven for all mankind 6 
Lulu Frost Jewelry 1 Shoshanna 1 
Manolo Blahnik 14 Sigerson Morrison 2 
Marc Jacobs 10 Splendid 2 
Marni 3 Stan Smith 1 
Michael Kors 3 Stella McCartney 5 
Miss Sixty 2 Steve Madden 3 
Missoni 2 Stussy 1 
Miu Miu 3 Swarovski crystals 2 
Moontide 1 Talbots 2 
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Table 3: Clothing and accessories brand names (continued) 
Brand name 
# 
References 
Ted Lapidus  1 
Theory 3 
Thomas Pink 1 
Tiffany & Co 6 
Tocca 4 
Tod's 1 
Tom Ford 1 
Tory Burch 1 
True Religion 4 
Uggs 5 
Valentino 2 
Vans 1 
Velvet 1 
Vera Wang 2 
Versace 8 
Vince 1 
Y&Kei 1 
Yamamoto 2 
Ya-Ya 1 
Yves St. Laurent 5 
Zac Posen 1 
Zegna 1 
Total # Clothing & 
Accessories 
References 630 
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Table 4.  Cosmetics, hair styling, and beautifying product brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References Brand name 
# 
References
3D-Lashes 2 Oxy Acne Treatment 1 
Aveda 3 Pantene  1 
Bain de Soleil 1 Paul Mitchell 2 
Benefit makeup 1 Philosophy 1 
Bliss Cosmetics 2 Plump Your Pucker 1 
Bobbi Brown Cosmetics 1 Pout Cosmetics 1 
Botox 2 Revlon 2 
Bumble & Bumble 1 Robert Raymond Hair 1 
Burt's Bees 1 Rogaine 1 
Cargo Lip Gloss 1 Secret deodorant 1 
Chanel 19 Sephora 1 
ChapStick 2 Smith's Rosebud Salve 1 
Christian Dior 5 Stila cosmetics 5 
Clarins 2 Tarte Cosmetics 1 
Clé de Peau Beauté 1 Too Faced Cosmetics 1 
Clean and Clear 1 Touche Éclat Cosmetics 1 
Clinique 1 Urban Decay 3 
Crest Whitestrip 1 Vaseline 1 
Dessert cosmetics 1 Vidal Sassoon 1 
Drakkar Noir 3 Vincent Longo Cosmetics 1 
Elizabeth Arden 1 Total # References 115 
Essie 1   
Estee Lauder 2   
Fekkai & Co Salon/Products 1   
Guerlain 1   
Hard Candy 2   
Head & Shoulders 1   
Impulse Body Spray 1   
Ivory 1   
Jolene Face Bleach 1   
Kiehl's 5   
La Mer 2   
La Prairie Cosmetics 1   
Lancǒme 1   
L'Occitane 2   
MAC Makeup 5   
Maybelline 1   
Nars 3   
Old Spice Cologne 2   
OPI 2   
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Table 5.  Clothing/accessories retailer and spas brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
Alice Underground 1 
Avalon Salon 1 
Aveda 1 
Banana Republic 1 
Barneys New York 26 
Bebe 1 
Bendel 5 
Bergdorf Goodman 11 
Bloomingdales 2 
Body Shop 1 
Browns of London 2 
Cheap Threads 1 
Fekkai & Co Salon/Products 1 
Fred Segal 3 
Gap 3 
Ghost 1 
Hair Club for Men 1 
Harrods Department Store 1 
Hustler store 3 
Intermix 1 
J. Crew 1 
J. Sisters Salon 2 
JC Penney 1 
Jennifer Kaufman 1 
Just Cavalli 1 
Le Petite Retreat Day Spa 10 
Macy's 1 
Mimi's Hair Salon 1 
Nieman Marcus 2 
Saks Fifth Avenue 2 
Scoop (clothing store) 1 
Sears 2 
Tiffany & Co 3 
Urban Outfitters 2 
Victoria's Secret 1 
Total # References 98 
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Table 6: Automobile brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
Acura 1 
BMW 15 
Buick 4 
Chevy 1 
Escalade 9 
Ferrari 1 
Ford 4 
GMC 1 
Honda 6 
Hummer 6 
Hyundai 1 
Jaguar 8 
Lexus 12 
Lotus 1 
Maserati Spyder 3 
Mercedes 13 
Mustang 1 
Nissan Sentra 1 
Peugeot 1 
Pontiac 1 
Porsche 1 
Prius 3 
Range Rover 20 
Saab 6 
Saturn 6 
Toyota 1 
Viper 1 
Volkswagon 2 
Volvo 1 
Total # References 131 
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Table 7: Electronic product brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
Apple - Mac/iPod/iSight 33 
BlackBerry 3 
Blaupunkt Electronics 1 
Bose 1 
ELPH Camera (Canon) 4 
Fujitsu LifeBook Laptop 1 
Gamecube 1 
Grand Theft Auto: San 
Andreas 1 
Motorola / sidekick / Razr / 
headset 23 
Nikon 1 
Nintendo 1 
Nokia 6 
PalmPilot 13 
Pionoeer 1 
Playstation 2 
Polaroid 1 
Samsung 3 
Tomb Raider Video Game 1 
Toshiba 1 
Verizon 3 
XBOX 2 
Total # References 103 
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Table 8. Mass media brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
Architecutural Digest 1 
Cliff Notes 1 
CosmoGirl! 1 
Cosmopolitan 2 
Elle Girl 2 
Entertainment Tonight 1 
Entertainment Weekly  1 
Harper's Bazaar 1 
Hello! 1 
Hollywood Reporter 2 
L.A. Weekly 1 
Los Angeles Times  2 
Lucky Magazine 3 
Maxim 1 
New Yorker 2 
Paper Magazine 1 
People 6 
Rolling Stone 2 
Science Digest 1 
Seventeen 3 
South Beach Diet 1 
Spin 1 
Star  1 
Teen People 1 
Teen Vogue 7 
The New York Times 8 
The Onion 1 
Time Out: New York 1 
Town and Country 1 
Us Weekly 15 
Variety 4 
Village Voice 1 
Vogue 4 
W 3 
Wall Street Journal 1 
Westchester magazine 1 
YM 1 
Total # References 87 
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Table 9.  Food brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
Ben and Jerry's 1 
Big Red 4 
Bird's Eye 1 
Breyers ice cream 1 
Cheetos 1 
Chef Boyardee 1 
Coffee-mate 1 
Cool Ranch Doritos 1 
Cup O' Noodles 1 
Dentyne 4 
Dunkin' Donuts 1 
Entemann's Donuts 1 
Gummy Feet 2 
Hint Mint 1 
Hostess Sno-Balls 1 
Jell-O 2 
Jolly Ranchers 1 
Kraft Macoroni & Cheese 1 
Lays 1 
Little Debbie Zebra Cakes 1 
Oreos 1 
Pop-tart 1 
Raisen Bran 1 
Red Vines Candy 14 
Reese's Pieces 2 
Sabrett Hot Dogs 1 
Smart Puffs 1 
SpaghettiOs 3 
Splenda 3 
Starbursts 1 
Sweet'n Low 1 
Tic Tac 3 
Toblerone 1 
Twizzlers 1 
Zone Diet/Foods 5 
Total # References 67 
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Table 10.  Alcohol, tobacco, and recreational drug14 brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References
Absolut Vodka 2 
Camel cigarettes 6 
Campari 1 
Chassagne-Montrachet Wine 1 
Coors Beer 2 
Corona 1 
Cristal champagne 1 
Cuervo Gold 1 
Flagman Vodka 1 
Gauloises (French cigarettes) 5 
Grey Goose vodka 2 
Heineken 3 
Jack Daniels 1 
Ketel One 4 
Krug Clos du Mesnil champagne 1 
Manischewitz Wine 1 
Marlboro Cigarettes 3 
Merit Cigarettes 3 
Patrón Tequila 1 
Seagrams Seven Crown 1 
Stoli Vodka 6 
Tanqueray Gin 1 
Valium 1 
Veuve Clicquot Champagne 1 
Viagra 14 
Virginia Slims 1 
Total # References 65 
 
                                                 
14
 Prescription branded medicines were counted as “recreational” drugs when they were used for enjoyment 
or were not prescribed to the user. 
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Table 11.  Restaurant and bars brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
3 Guys Coffee Shop 4 
Art's Delicatessen 1 
Blue on Blue Restaurant 1 
Buffalo Club 1 
Bungalow 8 (Bar) 1 
Chili's Restaurant 1 
Cipriani Dolci (restaurant) 1 
Club Bahia 1 
Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf 2 
Coffee Express 1 
E.A.T. 1 
Fred's at Barneys New York 8 
Hogs and Heifers 1 
In-N-Out Burger 1 
Insomnia Café 1 
Jackson Hole Restaurant 1 
Junior's Cheesecake 1 
La Petite Coquette Rest. 1 
McDonalds 1 
Mother Earth Café 1 
Nate'n Al's Delicatessen 1 
Ocean Seafood 1 
Panache 1 
Privilege Bar 1 
Shed Restaurant 1 
Spago Restaurant 3 
Subway 1 
The Campbell Apartment Lounge 1 
Viper Room 3 
Zabar's Gourmet Deli 1 
Total # References 45 
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Table 12.  Non-alcoholic drink brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
7-Up 1 
A&W Rootbeer 1 
Coke products 6 
Dasani 1 
Evian 4 
Folgers 2 
Gatorade 3 
Glaceau Vitamin Water 2 
Kona Nigari Water 1 
Muscle Milk 2 
Pellegrino 1 
Perrier 3 
Poland Springs Water 4 
Red Bull 4 
Slim Fast 1 
Snapple 1 
Starbucks 7 
Total # References 44 
  
 
Table 13.  Mass media producer brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References 
CBS 1 
Columbia 1 
DreamWorks Studios 3 
FOX Network 1 
History Chanel 1 
Lifetime Network 1 
MTV 3 
NBC 1 
Nickelodeon 1 
QVC Shopping Network 1 
TBS 1 
TLC (Learning Chanel) 1 
VH1 1 
Warner Brothers / WB 9 
Total # References 26 
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Table. 14.  Miscellaneous brand names 
Brand name 
# 
References Brand name 
# 
References 
AAA Auto Club 4 Jergens 1 
Advil 3 Kadima (game) 1 
American Airlines 3 Kleenax 1 
American Express 2 Krups 2 
Art Forum 1 Levenger lamp 1 
Barbie 4 Lifestyles Condoms 1 
Barcalounger 1 Listerine 1 
Beanie Babies 1 Lucite Acrylic 1 
Berber carpet 1 Mondrian Hotel 1 
Bic Pen 1 Montblanc 1 
Bratz 1 Paper Mate 1 
Brillo 1 Pepto-Bismol 2 
Brita 1 Pierre Hotel 2 
British Airways 1 Plaza Hotel 2 
Cal Spa Hot Tub 1 Prozac 1 
Campmor 1 Pyrex 1 
Carlyle Hotel 1 Razor scooter 1 
Coldwell-Banker Realtor 1 Rembrandt 1 
Corrasable bond 1 Saran Wrap 4 
Crane & Co Stationary 1 Segway 1 
Crayola 2 Sharpie pen 1 
Cross Pen 1 Silly-putty 1 
Cruex Antifungal 1 Sotheby Realtor 1 
Crunch Gym 1 St Regis Hotel, Manhattan 2 
Depends Undergarments 1 Steinway Piano 1 
Derby Bar 1 Trojan Condoms 1 
Desenex Athlete's Foot Trtmnt 1 Twister 1 
Diptyque Candles 2 Viceroy Hotel 1 
Disney / Epcot 3 Visa 2 
Eames Chair 1 Vivarin 1 
Etch A Sketch 1 Whole Foods Market 2 
Federal Express 2 Xerox 2 
Formica 1 Yoga Booty 2 
Frisbee 3 Ziploc 3 
Google 4 Zippo 1 
Grove Movie Theater 1 Total # References 117 
Hawaiian Tropic Sunscreen 1   
Hello Kitty clothing/pens, etc 6   
Herman Miller chair 2   
Holiday Inn 1   
Jansport 1   
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